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by PAUL F. SHARP 

In the frontier days before the railroads 
penetrated the western plains, the Whoop- 
Up Trail was a high road of adventure 
and commerce. It led Indians, traders, and 
cattlemen into a great interior market 
stretching northward from the Missouri 
River in Montana to the Bow River valley 
in the Canadian province of Alberta. From 
Fort Bent on on the Great Muddy to Fort 
Macleod on the Oldman, the trail with the 
rowdy name wrote its history in whisky, 
guns, furs, and pioneer enterprise. 

But, as the Whoop-Up Trail faded away 
with the passing of the western frontier, 
people forgot about its existence and its 
part in the building of the West. Histori 
ans have largely overlooked this colorful 
chapter in the story of westward migra- 
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kO DAY'S tourists traveling northward on U.S. 
Highway 91 from Great Falls, Montana, to visit the Calgary 
Stampede or Banff and Lake Louise speed through a vast plain 
of wheat and grass. Though little remains to remind them of its 
past, they are passing through a region that pioneers called the 
Whoop-Up country and their modern hard-surfaced highway 
parallels the Whoop-Up Trail, a colorful and useful avenue of 
commerce and a high road of adventure in the years before the 
railways crossed the western plains. 

Despite its rowdy name, this half-forgotten highway once 
brought trade and culture into a great interior market stretching 
northward from the Missouri Eiver to the Bow Eiver valley. 
From Fort Benton on the Great Muddy to Fort Macleod on the 
Oldman, it reached into the north, writing its history in whisky, 
guns, furs, freight, and pioneer enterprise. 

This trail commands attention, for it was an international 
highway, neatly bisected by the Canadian-American boundary 
that marches steadily westward along the forty-ninth parallel 
with the precision of the surveyor's chain. But to the first set 
tlers on both sides of this man-made boundary, the trail sym 
bolized the economic, social, and cultural ties that for many 
years defied a politically inspired division of the northern plains. 
C. E. D. Wood, editor of the Fort Macleod Gazette, expressed 
this sentiment in the first issue of his little newspaper: "And to 
our American cousins in Montana; to our brother frontiersmen 
over the way, whose boundary touches our own, and whose in- 
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terests are so similar and allied to ours, to them we shall look for 
the patronage which they always extend to a new enterprise, 
trusting that the Gazette may make one more of the many bonds 
and ties already joining the two greatest countries in the world." * 

Local historians in the United States have painstakingly 
searched out the stories of less important and less colorful thor 
oughfares and highway commissions have proudly and expen 
sively marked their routes. The Whoop-Up Trail, however, faded 
into obscurity as grass healed the deeply rutted wounds on the 
plains and as time dimmed the recollections of those who re 
membered. 

The story of this northern trail disappeared beyond an inter 
national boundary where for many years it was only a chapter 
in western Canadian history. Yet for a quarter of a century it 
was a main artery into the western plains, carrying thousands of 
tons of freight to government installations, Northwest Mounted 
Police posts, United States Army camps, cattle ranches, and In 
dian reservations. Along its dusty tracks rode Indians searching 
for game or plunder, scarlet-jacketed Mounties seeking enemies 
of the Queen, blue-coated United States cavalrymen preserving 
order, greedy whisky traders violating laws of God and man in 
their lust for profits, and ambitious traders seeking likely sites 
for their short-lived trading posts. In its boom years between 
1874 and 1885, this trail carried one third of all the freight han 
dled through Port Benton and enriched Montana merchants 
with profits drained from Canada. 2 

The Whoop-Up Trail thus represented an economic intrusion 
and a "peaceful penetration" of cultural influence from the south 
that colored Canadian- American relations during these years. 
Many Americans hopefully viewed this development as a pre 
lude to economic absorption and political annexation, while pa 
triotic Canadians feared and resented it as a menace to their 
economic and political expansion. To them the trail symbolized 
a Manifest Destiny quietly penetrating the outer edge of the 
Empire, binding it with firm economic ties to the ambitious 
American republic. 
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II 

Fort Benton in the post-Civil War years was the hub of an 
overland transportation network radiating as spokes in a giant 
wheel to the busy gold fields along the circumference of North 
American civilization. Through the treeless, dusty streets of this 
frontier village moved the commerce of the continental heart 
land. 

To supply freight for these trails, toylike, shallow-draft stern- 
wheelers fought their way up the Great Muddy, as capricious a 
watercourse as commerce ever forced to do its will. Senator In- 
galls' famous description, "a little too thick for a beverage and 
a little too thin for cultivation/' paid tribute to its dirty waters. 
The upper river was especially dangerous, for treachery lay un 
der the shallow, murky waters in shifting sand bars, constantly 
changing channels, and the countless snags on which the fragile 
"Mountain" boats might be "stove in" without warning. 

Perched at the head of navigation, Fort Benton was an un 
usual frontier town. "Chicago of the Plains" the village proudly 
called itself "the door through which the country to the east, 
west and north of it was entered." 8 Eastern pilgrims always 
watched with mingled emotions the motley crowds that greeted 
their boat as it nosed into the wharf, for there stood merchants 
in high-collared broadcloth coats, French-Canadian and Creole 
rivermen wearing bright-colored sashes, tough trappers and trad 
ers heavily armed and wearing buckskin, bullwhackers and mule- 
skinners in coarse, rough denim, and, in the background, red 
savages wearing leggings and blankets. 

This diverse collection of humanity was eloquent testimony 
that Fort Benton was the most cosmopolitan city on the plains. 
Through this inland port passed pious missionaries and hunted 
desperadoes, merchants and gamblers, American soldiers and 
British policemen, hopeful land-seekers and speculators, miners, 
roustabouts, muleskinners, bullwhackers, and cowboys. Immi 
grants from nearly every nation of Europe visited it, as well as 
wanderers from China and Negroes from the Deep South. 

The human stream pouring through Fort Benton was a con- 
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stant reminder that the northern plains were the commercial hin 
terland of the proud little river town. With justifiable enthusi 
asm, the local editor could claim that his little village "commands 
the traffic of the country, holds the key to the business houses 
of the Territory . . . [is the] transportation centre of Montana." 4 
With the opening of the Canadian plains, the country to the 
north was regarded as an addition to Port Benton's territory 
"a vast expanse of country , . . extending into Her Majesty's 
dominions, its natural and permanent tributary." 5 

Two hundred and forty miles northwest of Fort Benton lay 
Fort Macleod, northern terminus of the Whoop-Up Trail. Snake- 
like, the trail crawled out of Benton along the banks of the Teton 
River to the Whoop-Up crossing on Captain Nelse's ranch; then 
it struck out across the plains, passing Pen d'Oreille Spring and 
Yeast Powder Flat, to cross the Marias River near old Fort 
Conrad. Northward the trail swept past Rocky Springs in north 
ern Montana to enter Canada near present-day Sweetgrass. In 
Canadian territory the trail forded the Milk River and split into 
three routes: the eastern branch to Nicholas Sheran's coal banks 
at modern Lethbridge, the central route to Fort Hamilton or 
Fort Whoop-Up, and the western route across the St. Mary River 
at Slideout to Fort Macleod. 

Fort Macleod was even less pretentious than Fort Benton, for 
it was but an atom of settlement in an empty grassland wilder 
ness. Smothered under great clouds of dust from the wheels of 
busy wagon trains in the summer and buried in seas of mud in 
spring and autumn, the tiny village seemed the end of civiliza 
tion to those who ventured up the Whoop-Up Trail to its ex 
tremity. 

The island site originally selected for Fort Macleod was an 
unfortunate one, for the community annually faced destruction 
as high waters from the mountains threatened to wash every 
thing down stream. "Each succeeding Springtime," dryly ob 
served the Gazette, "the betting is almost even that the whole 
concern, Fort, town and inhabitants will form a stately proces 
sion on the watery road to Winnipeg." 6 
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Despite these unpropitious surroundings, the little Canadian 
village was an important economic and political center. Here the 
Mounted Police made their first headquarters in the West and 
through its streets moved supplies for police, ranchers, and In 
dians of the Canadian plains. Up the trail from Fort Benton 
flowed the lifeblood of this western community. 

in 

Just as the Whoop-Up Trail symbolized the unity of this 
northern grassland empire, its history demonstrates a centuries- 
long period of economic, cultural, and political interdependence 
imposed by geographic integrity. Here on the northern plains, 
the two great streams of Anglo-Saxon pioneering that had pushed 
across the continent finally reached their last west in the same 
environment. 

But similarity does not imply identity. Environment never 
shapes advanced human societies entirely to its will. Other forces 
are equally important, and often more important. Certainly, sig 
nificant differences marked the two national communities that 
developed along the Whoop-Up Trail. Though poured into the 
same plains environment, the two societies centered at Fort Ben- 
ton and Fort Macleod retained their separate political and cul 
tural identities. 

Many extraregional relationships and many heritages from 
older societies were far too powerful to be affected by environ 
ment. Nationalism, the most pervasive force in our modern 
world, was unaffected by its movement into this semiarid and 
treeless plains country. It created Canadian plainsmen to the 
north and American plainsmen to the south. Each possessed loy 
alties reaching outside the region that prevented a complete 
identification of common problems. Thus nationalism achieved 
in the generation following the American Civil War what nature 
could not accomplish in millenniums; it gave reality to a polit 
ical line that bisected a region of geographic unity. 

Nature created a grassland region possessing a unity and in 
tegrity that its aboriginal inhabitants respected. The white man's 

8 
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politics rent it asunder to create highly complex societies whose 
orientation was changed from a north-south to an east-west axis. 
The decades during which these great changes were in the mak 
ing were the years of the Whoop-Up Trail. Its story is the excit 
ing one of creating Canadian and American institutions cheek 
by jowl in the West. Two societies so similar, yet so different 
that only a most cautious judgment can calculate the parallels 
or measure the differences. Society on these northern plains, Ca 
nadian and American, was the heir of many cultures, the image 
and transcript of none. 



was a land of grass, grass that rolled away 
like a carpet as far as the eye could see and stretched out to the 
limits of the imagination. The Whoop-Up country lay at the 
northern extremity of the Great Plains, one of earth's most ex 
tensive grassland regions. 

This northern Great Plains region comprises an area of 300,000 
square miles, of which roughly one half lies in Canada. With its 
base resting on the Pine Ridge escarpment near the Nebraska- 
South Dakota boundary and its apex reaching the forested Park 
Belt of mid- Alberta and Saskatchewan, the region includes most 
of six western states and much of three prairie provinces. Its 
eastern boundary is that indefinite zone of transition in which 
the hundredth meridian has become the symbol of the changing 
characteristics distinguishing it from the prairies of the Middle 
West, while to the west the foothills of the Rockies form a major 
physiographical boundary. 1 

The region is sometimes identified with the southern High 
Plains. But its rolling terrain, grotesquely eroded badlands, wind- 
scarred buttes, deeply trenched river valleys, numerous mountain 
groups, and glacially created surfaces contrast markedly with the 
level topography of the southern plains. Differences in soils, mean 
temperatures, rainfall, rates of evaporation, and plant and ani 
mal life further emphasize the dissimilarity. "The higher lati 
tudes certainly differ widely from the plains which stretch from 
the Platte southward to the Llano Estacado of Texas . . ." ob 
served Professor John Macoun as early as 1882.* 

10 
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For centuries explorers sought an ocean passage across North 
America to the wealth of the Indies. Limited geographic knowl 
edge, faulty logic, and everlasting hope led them on. "Geographers 
of that period erred only in the description of the ocean which 
they placed in the central continent," wrote the British explorer 
Captain William F. Butler, "for an ocean there is ... But the 
ocean is one of grass/' 8 

Captain Meriwether Lewis, first American to describe this 
northern region, fell naturally into the use of nautical language 
as he recorded his journey across the plains between the Teton 
and Marias rivers. In his famous journal he wrote on July 17, 
1806: "I steered my course through the wide and level plains 
which have somewhat the appearance of an ocean, not a tree 
nor a shrub to be seen." 4 

The ocean figure of speech became a favorite cliche, repeated 
endlessly by those who visited the plains. The undulating swells 
rolling away to distant horizons like restless waves, the vast 
solitudes resembling the ocean wastes, the unlimited vision of 
the daylight hours and the myriads of bright stars during the 
night watches suggested the ocean environment, even to unim 
aginative travelers. 

II 

This was the timeless land. The first explorers from forested 
North America found its unbroken solitudes depressing, while its 
vast emptiness filled them with a sense of timelessness. Later 
travelers, armed with scientific techniques denied their predeces 
sors, read the signs of age and change more precisely. Nature had 
taken her time in fashioning this region, and had left her proc 
esses clearly marked in geological formations. 

A hundred million years ago the Whoop-Up country was a 
shallow sea. Gradually an uplifting movement raised the nearby 
Belt Mountains above the surrounding waters and elevated the 
sea floor sufficiently to create great stretches of low-lying lands 
and marshes. 

11 
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Stability was not a geological feature of this northern region. 
A gradual depression of the area covered it with another shallow 
sea. Later, during the Cretaceous period, the floor re-emerged to 
form lowlands pocketed with shallow lakes and swamps. In these, 
semitropical ferns and rushes grew luxuriantly. Ages later, these 
plants furnished materials for the coal beds so common along 
the streams of the Whoop-Up country from the Missouri River 
to the South Saskatchewan. 

Along the shores of these ancient lakes roamed huge, armored 
reptiles, saber-toothed tigers, and the last of the dinosaurs. Fly 
ing reptiles, three-toed horses, and other primitive fauna com 
peted for survival in these lush surroundings. But they could not 
adjust to the great climatic and environmental changes of later 
geological periods and perished. 

These vast oscillations alternately submerging and elevating 
the land in the shallow seas ended with a final uplifting move 
ment that drained the entire region. Well-preserved fossils, sharks* 
teeth, and numerous shells remain to attest the region's long life 
under the seas, while similar rock formations along the Missouri 
and Belly rivers confirm the geological unity of the region. 

To the west, subterranean fires and deep unrest disturbed the 
area. Volcanic action, architect of towering mountains and of 
deep valley troughs, now fractured the earth's crust. Masses of 
rock formed high ridges, wrinkles in the earth's surface compris 
ing a cordillera for the continent. On the southern edge of the 
Whoop-Up country, but east of the Rockies, lie the Highwood 
Mountains. These extinct volcanoes, dissected by wind and water, 
stand as picket lines thrown out by the massive formations far 
ther west. 

Only yesterday, as geologists reckon time, the region received 
its last great face lifting. In the Pleistocene age, less than one 
hundred thousand years ago, the continental icecap moved south. 
Huge ice sheets covered the region to the Missouri River. Grind 
ing, pushing, leveling as they moved, the ice masses acted like 
giant bulldozers, filling the depressions and covering the entire 
area with a mantle of glacial debris. 
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Their actions, however, were uneven. Forward thrusts were 
followed by retreats. Along these edges of advance the glaciers 
left mounds of debris, or moraines. At the farthest edge of ad 
vance, reached thirty thousand years ago somewhat south of the 
Missouri River, lies a well-defined frontal moraine. Here, large 
quartzite and limestone boulders, identical with Canadian rocks 
two hundred miles north, eloquently testify to the glaciers' force 
and action. 

Early explorers were hard pressed to explain the prehistoric 
disturbance that had accomplished this earth-moving task. The 
Whoop-Up country's first great explorer, the brilliant surveyor 
David Thompson of the Hudson's Bay Company, realized that 
the soils had been deposited by an outside force. But he believed 
this powerful agent was "a great flood of water from the gulph 
of Mexico." This flood poured northward denuding the southern 
plains to leave only "sand and rounded gravel for a soil" and 
depositing its rich load on the northern plains. 5 Thompson's 
hypothesis, of course, not only replaced ice with water, but re 
versed the direction of the movement. It was nevertheless a 
shrewd guess. 

The Whoop-Up country was a glacially created plain. Chest 
nut and brown soils, underlain by loosely consolidated sand 
stones and clay shales, comprise the earth carpet from which 
grew the universal grass cover. To Canadians this is part of the 
third prairie steppe; to Americans it is the short grass plains. 6 

Two great river systems, the Missouri and the South Sas 
katchewan, drain this high border country. To the north, the 
Bow River flows southeast from the Columbia ice fields, gather 
ing mountain-born streams as it hurries along. These modest 
streams, the Highwood, Little Bow, Belly, Oldman, and St. Mary, 
unite to form the South Saskatchewan and flow eastward even 
tually to reach Hudson Bay. 

Far to the south at Three Forks, Montana, the Missouri be 
gins its tortuous 2462-mile journey to the Father of Waters. 
Turning eastward after clearing the mountains through Captain 
Lewis' famous "Gates of the Mountains," the river parallels the 

18 
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course of its northern rival. Fast-flowing streams, fed by melting 
snows in nearby mountains, reinforce the Missouri on its passage 
through the northern plains. The Sun, Teton, Marias, and Milk 
rivers lace the Whoop-Up country with a network of eastward 
flowing rivers. 

These northern streams, unlike those of the southern plains, 
cut deep valleys into the soft, unconsolidated subsoil of the 
glacial drifts. Often those canyons are four to six hundred feet 
deep, with steep walls so sharply cut that the breaks in the 
plains are recognizable only within a short distance from the 
rivers. Lateral ravines, etched into the plains by smaller streams, 
form rounded buttes or terraced ridges, so familiar to western 
travelers as "badlands." 

Erosion along the river banks created formations that excited 
imaginative explorers to visualize massive castles, equipped with 
buttresses, towers, domes, and parapets. Captain Lewis, one of 
the first to describe the beauty of these creations, set a literary 
pattern unconsciously copied by scores of later travelers. 

"The hills and river Clifts which we passed today," wrote 
Lewis in his journals, "exhibit a most romantic appearance. The 
bluffs of the river rise to the hight of from Z to 300 feet and in 
most places nearly perpendicular . . . The water in the course 
of time . . . has trickled down the soft sand clifts and woarn it 
into a thousand grotesque figures, which with the help of a little 
imagination and an oblique view, at a distance are made to rep 
resent eligant ranges of lofty freestone buildings, having their 
parapets well stocked with statuary; collumns of various sculp 
ture both grooved and plain, are also seen supporting long gal 
leries in front of these buildings . . ." 7 

More important than these scenic erosions were the rich allu 
vial flood plains deposited along the shores of the rivers. Fine 
silts, transported by high waters during spring floods, formed the 
rich "bottom lands" in which grew thickets of willows and groves 
of stately cottonwood trees. On these flood plains the region's 
first farmers cultivated hay and forage crops as well as vegetables 
and small grains. 

14 
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Soils on the surrounding plains and benchlands, however, do 
not match these bottom lands. Though generally brown soils of 
unquestioned fertility, frequent stretches of sandy or gravelly 
soils occur. Moreover, the low rainfall of the region permits "al 
kali lands" to develop as ground waters fail to carry off the sol 
uble mineral matter. These accumulate because of the rapid 
evaporation of surface moisture, which leaves white coatings of 
sodium or potassium as a crust or a powder in the "alkali flats/' 

Scarcity of rainfall gave an inescapable unity to the region. 
From earliest explorations onward this fact dominated travelers' 
reports, whether Canadian or American. The first accurate meas 
urements of rainfall in the region were kept by the United States 
Army engineers. Their records revealed a mean annual rainfall 
from 1870 to 1874 of 11.42 inches, while between 1875 and 1878 
the mean rose to 17.61 inches. By 1880 the chief engineer of the 
Department of Dakota concluded: "The mean average of this 
region is very small, probably not over 15 inches, this small 
amount in spite of many fertile valleys and rich prairie lands, 
will I fear, always condemn it to the comparative sterility of the 
Great American Desert." 8 

Great American Desert! Few terms in American history have 
caused so much confusion. Explorers used the term loosely, some 
implying only that the region was uninhabited or deserted, oth 
ers that it lacked forest cover, while a minority regarded it a 
barren wasteland similar to the Sahara. 

American experience on the southern and central plains fixed 
the desert name to the entire country from Mexico to mid-Alberta. 
Reports from army officers, railroad surveyors, and scientists 
confirmed fur traders' observations that the region was a desert 
that is, treeless, or unoccupied, or uninhabitable, or barren, or 
simply different from the well-watered forest areas from which 
they came. The railroad surveys conducted between 1853 and 
1856, in particular, confirmed the Great American Desert con 
cept by emphasizing the difficulties of constructing and main 
taining a transcontinental line through these desert portions of 
the continent that would never be occupied by settlers. 9 



15 
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This imprecision of terms was matched by British and Ca 
nadian explorers north of the international boundary. Captain 
John Palliser, more than any other explorer, fixed the desert con 
cept in Canadian thinking. His journals frequently spoke of 
"arid prairies" along the forty-ninth parallel where his party was 
"in great want of water, and the heat was very great while trav 
elling through burning sand." 10 

Palliser concluded that the Great American Desert reached 
into Canada to form a giant triangle. For years, succeeding writ 
ers cited "Palliser's Triangle" as a desert stretching from the in 
ternational boundary to the fifty-second parallel between the 
hundredth meridian and the mountains. Many Canadians ac 
cepted the view that this region would be "forever comparatively 
useless." 1X 

Captain Palliser's judgments were influenced by earlier Amer 
ican observations. He quoted frequently from the railway sur 
veys, approving the statement that "in the central part of the 
continent there is a region, desert or semi-desert in character, 
which can never be expected to become occupied by settlers," 

Canadian and British writers, in general, followed earlier Amer 
ican judgments. Henry Youle Hind, for example, quoted Dr. 
Joseph Henry of the Smithsonian Institution to prove that the 
entire region between the ninety-eighth meridian and the moun 
tains "is a barren waste, over which the eye may roam to the 
extent of the visible horizon with scarcely an object to break the 
monotony." 12 

On both sides of the boundary the desert concept received 
support from those who opposed the rapid settlement of the re 
gion. Professor James C. Malin's observation that opponents of 
settlement welcomed hostile definitions of the plains environ 
ment 18 is amply borne out by the vigorous efforts of the fur 
trading companies, especially the Hudson's Bay Company, to 
picture the Whoop-Up country a barren land, incapable of sup 
porting farmers or of agricultural development. 

The myth of the desert was never universally accepted. Some 
explorers, rejecting it completely, used language creating an op- 

16 
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posite myth, that of the Western Garden. Captain Lewis grew 
lyrical as he described the Whoop-Up country when he saw it 
in June 1805 along the Marias River. This "noble river," wrote 
the great explorer, "passes through a rich fertile and one of the 
most beautifully picturesque countries that I ever beheld, through 
the wide expanse of which, innumerable herds of living animals 
are seen, its borders garnished with one continued garden of 
roses . . ," 14 

Other climatic features contributed to the geographic unity of 
the region. This was the land of the chinooks, those warm, dry 
winds that pour down from the mountains during the winter. 
Unlike any phenomenon of the southern plains, they transform 
the coldest winter days with springlike temperatures in a few 
hours. 

Western explorers expressed astonishment at the suddenness 
of temperature changes effected by these winds. Captain Palliser 
experienced a chinook in the Bow River valley early in Decem 
ber 1858; the snow vanished so quickly that his dog sleds were 
immobilized. Army officers at Fort Benton recorded chinooks 
that lasted as long as twenty days with winds reaching gale 
velocities. 

Chinooks influenced the life of the region almost as much as 
aridity. Warm winds in winter cleared the plains of ice-encrusted 
snow, keeping the grass exposed for grazing buffalo and, later, 
for cattle and sheep. Temperature elevations of sixty degrees in 
a few hours "licked up the snow" and made raging torrents of 
rivers only recently covered with ice. 

The severity of northern winters was considerably modified 
by these foehnlike winds, and mean annual temperatures were 
more equable than those in comparable latitudes farther east. 
Fort Benton's mean temperature of 45 F. compared favorably 
with Fort Snelling's (St. Paul, Minnesota) 39 F. Isotherms bend 
northward as they move west; thus the January normal temper 
ature isotherm that passes through southern Iowa and central 
Illinois swings through the Whoop-Up country. 

Army engineers reported in 1880 that comparative mean tem- 
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peratures along the forty-seventh and forty-ninth parallels were 
several degrees higher in the northern plains than in the Middle 
West. Spring at Fort Edmonton, nearly four hundred miles north 
of the international boundary, came several days earlier than at 
the forty-ninth parallel in the Red River valley. With these find 
ings, the chief engineer of the Department of Dakota concluded 
that temperatures in this region were "more equable and, there 
fore, the climate more desirable." 15 

But these statistics do not reveal the range of temperatures. 
In this the northern plains demonstrate extreme fluctuations. 
Summer readings of 104 F. to 110 F. are reached, while winter 
readings of 30 F. are not uncommon. 

Extremes in temperatures are matched by violent storms of 
wind and hail in summer and blizzards with driving sleet and 
snow in winter. "Nowhere have I encountered one in such per 
fection as on the plains," wrote the distinguished British geog 
rapher William A. Bell in describing a Whoop-Up storm. "No 
where do the elements appear so frantic with rage. The fight 
seemed to us almost endless . . ." 16 

High winds and fierce hail plagued the Lewis and Clark ex 
pedition in this region. During the three weeks' camp at the 
Great Falls of the Missouri, storms often delayed their work. On 
June 9, Captain Clark, Charbonneau, and Sacajewea took ref 
uge from a sudden storm in a deep ravine. But the rain "fell like 
one volley of water falling from the heavens," and nearly trapped 
them in their improvised shelter. Though they escaped, Clark 
lost his large compass a loss he thought serious, "as we have no 
other large one." 

Later, when the captain returned to the main camp, he dis 
covered considerable damage. The hail and wind had knocked 
some of the men to the ground, while others "without hats or 
anything on their heads [were] bloody and complained very 
much." He restored their spirits with an issue of grog. 17 

A phenomenon that excited universal admiration was the 
beauty of the aurora borealis. Some explorers found that the bril 
liant, dancing colors of the northern lights defied their powers of 
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description. Others, like the Earl of Southesk, obviously enjoyed 
the challenge of describing them to their readers. 

"After nightfall [August 24, 1859] there was a most beautiful 
aurora," wrote the Earl. "Sometimes like a tent with streams 
proceeding earthwards and in every direction from a fixed cen 
tral point, sometimes like a very grand arch stretching from east 
to west through Arcturus, Vega, Cygnus and the neighboring 
stars. Then it became a mass of glowing red, spreading over the 
eastern side of the heavens and gradually passing to the south." 1S 

No two displays seemed alike. To Professor Henry Youle Hind 
they "impart a solemnity and charm to the still night, which 
must ever remain one of its most delightful characteristics in the 
region." 19 Perhaps this was because, as the Indians believed, 
these lights were the spirits of departed men dancing in the sky. 

in 

Accustomed to the forests of the humid East, explorers de 
scribed the Whoop-Up country as a treeless region. Indeed, of 
the more than two hundred species in the humid prairies and 
forestlands, only twenty cross the hundredth meridian onto the 
plains. 20 Few characteristics of the area affected explorers as 
much as the absence of familiar trees. This experience often 
prompted their use of the word desert. 

But the Whoop-Up country was not entirely treeless. Along 
the numerous river bottoms grew cottonwoods, as well as trees 
of the slender, graceful willow family. Even on the plains, ex 
plorers found occasional clumps, or bluffs as Canadians called 
them, of coyote willows that defied aridity and fires to survive. 
Once these weedlike shrubs established themselves along a sand 
bar or in a bottom land, other species frequently followed. 

Cottonwood trees played an important role in Indian life. 
Leaf buds yielded a yellow dye, leaves provided forage for horses, 
and bark served as a remedy against alkali-tainted drinking 
water or as a native tea. Groves of cottonwoods provided shelters 
in which they pitched their lodges during the winter. 

Trees also covered some of the low-lying mountains through- 
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out the Whoop-Up country. The Cypress Hills, named by half- 
breeds after pines they called "Cypre," were thickly covered with 
willows as well. 

But this was a grassland with short grass the dominant vege 
tation. Bunch grasses (needlegrass and wildrye), wheat grasses, 
and gramas covered the plains. Buffalo grass, the typical short 
grass of the southern and central plains, was not common in this 
northern region. Professor Macoun, in a detailed description of 
the flora of the Whoop-Up country, argued that "the true buf 
falo grass is unknown on our prairies, but is common in Kansas 
and Colorado.'* 21 In general, this observation was correct, though 
isolated patches of buffalo grass did grow on the Whoop-Up 
plains. Most of the grasses called "buffalo grass" by travelers 
were not the true buffalo grass (buchloe dactyloides) but were 
one of the gramas. 

These northern grasses were winter-hardy plants possessing 
great drought-resistant capacities. They were mostly perennials 
whose deep-rooted, vigorous underground stems protected the 
soil from wind and water erosion. And they possessed the eco 
nomically important quality of curing when they matured, thus 
providing good forage for grazing animals during the autumn 
and winter months. 22 

Why was this a grassland, lacking the extensive forest cover 
of eastern North America? This question challenged the region's 
explorers, even as it has later ecologists. Most believed that 
prairie fires killed the trees and pushed the grasslands deeper 
into the forest fringes. Others thought that poor soils and insuf 
ficient rainfall prevented tree growth. Some argued that the vast 
herds of buffalo destroyed the tender shoots or pulled down ma 
ture trees during their shedding period in the spring. 

Most of the early explorers sought a single explanation. Few 
of them realized that a complex of ecological factors, including 
semiaridity, an uneven distribution of rainfall throughout the 
year, the dry, hot winds of summer, and the character of the 
soils, determined that grass, not trees, was the natural climax 
vegetation. 
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Typical plains fauna inhabited this grassland region. Prairie 
dogs, badgers, foxes, and gophers found safety in their burrow 
ing habits. Coyotes, wolves, deer, antelope, and buffalo escaped 
their enemies through their speed or found security in their great 
numbers. The region's numerous bears, as Lewis and Clark 
learned to their frequent alarm, required neither speed nor bur 
rowing habits to protect them. 

Above all, this was the home of the buffalo. On the northern 
grasses these huge beasts flourished in numbers that amazed ex 
plorers. Efforts to estimate accurately the buffalo population be 
fore the white man seem futile; indeed, those that have been 
made often appear ludicrous. Explorers used vague and poetic 
language as they witnessed the passage of the great herds. "Far 
as the eye could reach," wrote the Earl of Southesk in 1859, 
"these plains were covered with troops of buffalo; thousands and 
thousands were constantly in sight." 23 

Captain Meriwether Lewis' descriptions were equally impre 
cise. Along the Missouri River in 1806 he wrote that "we could 
hear them for many miles and there are such numbers of them 
that there is one continual roar." Later in the Marias River val 
ley his party passed through "immence herds of buffaloe on 
our way in short for about 12 miles it appeared as one herd only 
the whole plains and vally of this creek being covered with 
them . . ." 2 * 

One judgment about numbers seems important. There were as 
many buffalo in the northern as in the central or southern re 
gions. The species did not find the northern winters unduly 
severe. 

Europeans found it difficult to describe these "Indian cattle." 
Some wrote of them as "crooked back oxen," or as "humped back 
cattle," while others compared them to the more familiar musk 
ox. "What curious freaks of nature these North American buffalo 
are," wrote one traveler. "The small hindquarters look out of all 
proportion to the massive strength of the shoulders and chest; 
smooth, and apparently shaven, like the back of a French poodle, 
they do not seem to belong to the same animal . . . Thick hair, 

21 



WHOOP-UP COUNTRY 

for the most part, conceals the hump from sight, but both add 
immensely to the massive effect of the forepart of the body: the 
little corkscrew tail ends in a tuft." 25 

Millions of buffalo roamed these plains, despite the destruction 
of many of their kind by accident, disease, or predator. Death in 
fast-moving grass fires, drownings in treacherous rivers swollen 
by spring floods or on the "rotten ice" after a chinook, and mass 
destruction in quicksands reduced their numbers. Indians drove 
the animals over cliffs, killed them in "surrounds, 3 * or captured 
them in "pounds." Disease took a further toll of the animals. 
But it remained for the white man's technology to exterminate 
them in the eighties. 

Contrary to widespread belief, the buffalo did not make reg 
ular or long migrations from the northern to the southern plains. 
F. G. Roe's recent and thorough study demonstrates conclusively 
that the animals made only irregular and limited migrations in 
their search for forage and shelter. 26 The northern herds did not 
move south in the autumn, nor did they return with the spring 
flights of migratory birds. 

IV 

Whoop-Up country was Blackfoot country. Three tribes, the 
Piegans, Bloods, and Blackfeet, comprised the confederacy that 
was the most numerous and powerful on the northwestern plains. 
When first reached by explorers in the late eighteenth century, 
they ranged over a vast domain from the North Saskatchewan 
to the Missouri River. However, their expansion over this siz 
able territory was comparatively recent, probably dating back 
no farther than 170. 27 

Of their origins, these Indians had few legends. David Thomp 
son, who lived with the Piegans during the winter of 1787-88, 
sought the story of Blackfoot origins in vain. All the elder tribes 
men could do to satisfy his questions was to point to the north 
east as the place from which they had come. 28 

Many years later, however, Walter McClintock found tradi 
tions among the Blackfeet telling of migrations from the far 
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north. These migrations came down the Old North Trail, the 
prehistoric antecedent of the Whoop-Up Trail. 29 Modern an 
thropological research confirms these ancient legends. Their dia 
lect, one of the Algonkian family, reveals this background. 

When the white men first reached the Blackfeet they were 
stone-age nomads, fashioning their material culture from stone 
and following the buffalo. They were truly "buffalo Indians,'* 
hunting the animals on foot, stalking them with numerous ruses, 
capturing them in "pounds," or driving them over steep cliffs or 
cutbanks. 

The Blackfeet were completely reliant upon the buffalo for 
their subsistence. For the Indians, the huge beasts were "general 
stores" providing food, clothing, shelter, and equipment. One of 
the best descriptions of this dependence upon the buffalo was 
written by the missionary John McDougall, who lived with them 
briefly as an involuntary guest. 

"These men," wrote the missionary, "were thoroughly buffalo 
Indians. Without buffalo they would be helpless, and yet the 
whole nation did not own one. To look at them and to hear them, 
one would feel as if they were the most independent of all men; 
yet the fact was they were the most dependent among men. Moc 
casins, mittens, leggings, shirts, and robes all buffalo. With the 
sinews of the buffalo they stitched and sewed these. Their lariats, 
bridle, lines, stirrup-straps and saddles were manufactured out 
of buffalo hide. Their women made scrapers out of the legbone 
for fleshing hides. The men fashioned knife handles out of the 
bones, and the children made toboggans out of the same. The 
horns served for spoons and powder flasks. In short, they lived 
and had their physical being in the buffalo . . ." 30 He might 
have added that the Indians subsisted on buffalo flesh and lived 
in lodges made of buffalo hides. 

Before the white man's intrusion into the Blackfoot world, 
these northern Indians were self-sufficient. There was some trad 
ing with their primitive neighbors and occasional conflicts oc 
curred, but they lived in small, self-contained family or village 
groups. Social and political organization was rather more demo- 
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cratlc than most white men imagined, though many early ex 
plorers sensed the limited authority of Blackfoot chiefs. 

The Piegans, with whom David Thompson lived, had two 
chiefs, one for war and another for civil affairs. "The chiefs," he 
wrote, ". . . have no power beyond their influence, which would 
immediately cease by any act of authority and they are all care 
ful not to arrogate any superiority over others." 81 Captain Pal- 
liser later found that among the Blackfeet, "the greatest chief, 
in his daily intercourse with his people, commands no respect 
beyond that which all younger Indians pay their elders." 32 

Failure to recognize this limitation on the chieftains and to 
understand Indian social organization led to bitter conflicts with 
white governments. Canadian and American authorities often 
acted as if the chiefs were Oriental potentates, capable of dicta 
torial actions and unlimited control over their people. 

Indian society rested upon a community control of many es 
sential properties. Indians lacked the highly developed sense of 
property ownership of European civilization. Rigid customs ruled 
the buffalo hunts, for example, so that families lacking hunters 
shared the kill equally with those possessing skilled hunters. 
When food grew scarce the entire band suffered, not just tliose 
who were unfortunate in food gathering. "This wild man who 
first welcomed the newcomer is the only perfect socialist or com 
munist in the world," observed Captain Butler. "He holds all 
things in common with his tribe the land, the bison, the river, 
and the moose." 88 

Religion formed the basis upon which Blackfoot life rested. 
The Indians worshiped the forces of nature the sun, stars, and 
powerful or cunning animals. To the Blackfeet, the physical 
world around them was a projection of human experience and 
human qualities. This anthropocentric view of the physical world 
ascribed human qualities to inanimate as well as animate ob 
jects. Thus, the sun, rain, buffalo, coyote, or bird possessed cer 
tain powers that were the realities in the Indian's life. These 
powers, presided over by the Great Spirit, could be made to 
serve the faithful Indian through the magic of his "medicine*" 
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Each Indian carried a medicine bag containing sacred objects. 
These were his magic, peculiar to his own experience and unique 
ly personal. Tribal religion centered around the "dreamers," 
whose divinations foretold coming events of importance to the 
band. Their warnings of enemy intentions or prophecies of favor 
able sites for buffalo hunts conferred upon them a significant 
role. Advice in matters of marriage, exchange of goods, and per 
sonal affairs further enhanced the successful prophet's standing. 

Rituals, ceremonies, and dances to the accompaniment of 
drums, rattles, and shrill whistles expressed the religious fervor 
of the group. Two dances, to the buffalo and to the sun, were 
particularly important. Each brought the individual into har 
mony with his environment, cemented his ties to the tribe, and 
confirmed his status in the community. Through symbol and 
sacrament, the Indian paid tribute to the Great Spirit, that in 
visible power made manifest in the physical world. 

Smoking the calumet was another custom of universal impor 
tance. Explorers often spoke of this as "smoking the peace pipe," 
but the ritual held a religious meaning of greater importance. 
"Smoking was the Indian Angelus and whenever its smoke as 
cended, men, women, and children acknowledged the sacred 
presence of their Big Holy." 34 

For this ceremony, the Blackfeet grew their own tobacco. This 
was the only plant they cultivated, but they had no record of 
when or how they obtained the seed. When the white man 
brought in the superior tobacco leaf of the Atlantic seaboard, the 
cultivation of the native plant fell into disuse. 

v 

Western civilization transformed Blackfoot society. These 
changes began many years before white men reached the Indians 
through missionaries or traders. The gun and the horse revolu 
tionized Indian life, making hunters more effective and warriors 
more deadly, while at the same time enlarging the scope of their 
nomadic wanderings. 

Horses came to the Blackfeet from their Shoshone enemies to 
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the south and west. Through theft and trade the descendants of 
Spanish horses gradually moved northward to the Shoshones at 
the beginning of the eighteenth century. This gave the Shoshones 
a decisive advantage over their neighbors and the Blackfeet re 
treated before their newly acquired power, 

News that the Shoshones possessed the horse spread quickly 
across the northern plains. "Young Man," a Piegan warrior, re 
lated to David Thompson in 1787 that when he was a youth 
about fifty years earlier, his people had eagerly looked for the 
Big Dogs. "We were anxious to see a horse of which we had 
heard so much. At last, as the leaves were falling, we heard that 
one was killed by an arrow shot into his belly, but the Snake 
[Shoshone] Indian that rode him got away; numbers of us went 
to see him, and we all admired him, he put us in mind of a Stag 
that had lost his horns: and we did not know what name to give 
him. But as he was a slave to Man, like the dog, which carried 
our things; he was named Big Dog." 85 

To halt the advancing Shoshones, the Blackfeet turned to the 
Crees for help. The Crees, armed with guns obtained from Hud 
son's Bay Company traders at York factory, joined the Black- 
feet to turn back the Shoshones about 17SO. Then, mounted on 
horses stolen from their enemies and armed with guns secured 
through their friends, the Blackfeet launched an expansion that 
carried them deep into the territory south of the forty-ninth 
parallel. 36 

Smallpox also reached the Blackfeet through neighboring tribes. 
Ironically, they first met this dread disease while raiding their 
Shoshone enemies who got the infection from other Indians trad 
ing with the French. David Thompson's Narrative pictures viv 
idly the desolation of the stricken Shoshone camp when the Pie- 
gans reached it. "Next morning at the dawn of day, we attacked 
the tents, and with our sharp flat daggers and knives, cut through 
the tents and entered for the fight; but our war whoop instantly 
stopt, our eyes were appalled with terror; there was no one to 
fight with but the dead and dying, each a mass of corruption. 
We did not touch them but left the tents, and held a council on 
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what was to be done." 37 Greed overcame fear, however, and the 
Piegans plundered the camp. Within a short time, the Blackfeet 
were themselves victims of the disease. 

Periodic outbreaks of smallpox substantially reduced their 
population. As many as half their number may have died during 
these plagues. Indian power was greatly weakened so that when 
the traders finally arrived about fifty years later, they faced a 
far less formidable confederacy. The great epidemics of 1837 and 
1869 broke Blackfoot power more effectively than any weapons 
later used against them by white men. 

Blackfoot tradition blamed the malevolence of the white trad 
ers for their tragic suffering. To their neolithic minds, these 
deadly epidemics were controlled by the traders. Blackfoot stories 
blamed the plague of 1869 upon the evil genius of an American 
trader who swore revenge for the loss of his horses to a raiding 
party. He allegedly purchased several bales of infected blankets 
in St. Louis and placed them on the banks of the Missouri River 
where innocent Indians filched them. 

Indians always denounced the reappearance of the disease as 
a deliberate act of wicked white men. Captain Palliser, however, 
found in 1857 that smallpox epidemics regularly ravaged the 
northern Indians. Not the "malevolence of a single white man" 
but the normal course of the disease continued to weaken Black- 
foot power. 88 

Knowledge of the Blackfoot country grew steadily during the 
eighteenth century. Intense international rivalry for the Indian 
trade and the search for the Northwest Passage forced traders 
and explorers into the Whoop-Up country. 

From the north, Hudson's Bay Company traders pushed into 
the region. Anthony Henday may have reached the Blackfeet in 
1754 and Matthew Cocking may also have lived with them in 
1772, though in both cases their journals are vague. They could 
have been with the Gros Ventre rather than the Blackfeet. David 
Thompson lived with the Piegans in 1787 and left in his Narra 
tive a sympathetic description of Blackfoot life. Even at this 
early date, however, Thompson found the Blackfeet were feared 
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by their neighbors as a warlike and powerful people living "a 
more precarious and watchful life than other tribes, and from 
their boyhood are taught the use of arms, and to be good war 
riors/' 39 Five years later, the company's Peter Fidler also lived 
among the Piegans along the forty-ninth parallel near the foot 
hills of the Rockies. 

From the east, resourceful French traders moved out onto the 
plains along the South Saskatchewan. Loss of the great war for 
empire in 1763 eliminated them, but Montreal merchants con 
tinued the rivalry with the Hudson's Bay Company by forming 
the North West Company. 

To complete the triangular approach to the Whoop-Up coun 
try, the Spanish moved up the Missouri River toward the moun 
tains. In St. Louis ambitious Spanish officials dreamed of find 
ing the water passage to the Shining Sea in the muddy stream 
that reached northwest along the borders of Louisiana. Fearfully 
they watched their British rivals moving south onto the plains 
to threaten the borders of their vast province. To protect their 
claims and to wrest the Indian trade of the upper Missouri re 
gion from the British, they organized the Missouri Company in 
1798, offering a 3000-pesos reward to the first Spaniard who 
reached the Russian settlements on the Pacific. 40 Three expedi 
tions failed, but their efforts were continued by American au 
thorities who took up the search for the water passage when 
Louisiana fell into their hands through Napoleon's withdrawal 
from North America. 

VI 

American concern for the Whoop-Up country preceded the 
Louisiana Purchase by many years. Thomas Jefferson, whose in 
quiring mind combined qualities of scientific curiosity with shrewd 
geopolitical scheming, planned the exploration of the upper Mis 
souri country years before Louisiana became American territory. 
The Lewis and Clark expedition was the successful culmination 
of these years of planning. 

In 1783, Jefferson proposed an expedition to George Rogers 
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Clark and in 1786 he advanced the impractical plan to send John 
Ledyard across Europe to North America. From Paris, Ledyard 
was to pass eastward across Siberia to the North American coast; 
then across the continent to the American settlements. Ten years 
after his first proposal to George Rogers Clark, the Virginian 
demonstrated his continuing interest in the project by planning 
the explorations of Andre Michaux on behalf of the American 
Philosophical Society. These plans failed, but the dream that a 
transcontinental route could be found to link American com 
merce to the China trade did not fade. Nor did his curiosity to 
learn what lay beyond the Father of Waters die out. 

In 1801 Thomas Jefferson became President of the United 
States. In November 1802 he discreetly inquired of the Spanish 
minister if his government would approve a "small expedition" 
to explore the upper Missouri. Two months later he submitted 
his famous secret message to Congress proposing an expedition 
across northern Louisiana "in the interests of commerce." Inci 
dentally, he said, the expedition would also "advance the geo 
graphical knowledge of our continent." 

Political motives prompted Jefferson's keen interest in a trans 
continental expedition. American westward expansion moved in 
exorably forward and it required no flights of fancy to foresee the 
day when the region would no longer be Spanish. Moreover, the 
region possessed an economic value in the rich furs of its ani 
mals. British expansion gave a sense of urgency to Jefferson's 
schemes. Already Alexander Mackenzie, dynamic personality in 
the Canadian fur trade and great explorer, had written in his 
Voyages from Montreal that the entire region must be British 
to the forty-fifth parallel. 

The great prize of this Anglo-American rivalry was control of 
the maritime bases on the Pacific coast and the interior water 
passages that men still hoped drained through the cordillera into 
them. "The object of your mission," wrote the President in his 
famous instructions to Lewis and Clark, "is to explore the Mis 
souri river, and such principal stream of it, as, by its course and 
communication with the waters of the Pacific Ocean, may offer 
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the most direct and practicable water communication across this 
continent for purposes of commerce." 

But the northern plains were more than a zone of transit. 
They held out the promise of a valuable trade with the natives 
that led Jefferson to order the expedition to gather accurate in 
formation concerning "the articles of commerce they may need 
or furnish, and to what extent." Cordial relations with the In 
dians must be cultivated so that they might know of the "peac- 
able and commercial dispositions of the U. S. [and] of our wish 
to be neighborly, friendly, and useful to them, and of our dispo 
sitions to a commercial intercourse with them." 

Jefferson obviously hoped to break the British monopoly on 
the northern plains. His design looked to the diversion of the fur 
trade to the Missouri River system, which he thought shorter 
and more convenient. 

That Lewis and Clark understood the economic and political 
implications of their expedition is clearly evident in their actions 
in the Whoop-Up country. Captain Lewis searched carefully for 
a northern branch of the great river that might lead into the 
heart of the British trading country. Significantly, he thought 
the river he named Marias in honor of Miss Maria Wood was 
destined "to become , . . an object of contention between the 
two great powers of America and Great Britain with respect to 
the adjustment of the Northwestwardly boundary of the for 
mer." To these political prophecies he added hopefully, "it will 
become one of the most interesting branc[h]es of the Missouri 
in a commercial point of view , , . and most probably furnishes 
a safe and direct communication to that productive country of 
valuable furs exclusively enjoyed at present by the subjects of 
his Britannic Majesty." 41 

To confirm this hope, Lewis turned northward on the return 
journey in 1806. With great enthusiasm he sought a river drain 
ing the region north of the fiftieth parallel and he crossed the 
Marias still hopeful. On Cut Bank Creek, however, he realized 
that this river would not take him that far north. He remained 
optimistic that the Milk River might serve as the avenue for 
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American trade from the northern fur country. Even this hope 
proved futile. On July 26, 1806, fearing that he might not reach 
the lower Missouri before winter closed in, he broke camp and 
headed down the Marias. His last camp he dubbed Camp Dis 
appointment. 

But greater disappointment lay ahead. Throughout its trans 
continental journey, the expedition had carefully avoided trou 
ble with the Indians. Except with the Snakes, they had carried 
out Jefferson's instructions to conciliate the natives. Friendly 
Indians warned Lewis of the hostility of the Blackfeet. Fre 
quently, in his journals, the captain expressed thankfulness that 
he had avoided these aggressive Indians, and hoped that he 
could by-pass them. But his hopes were dashed on July 6 when 
he sighted a small party of Piegans along the Marias River. 

Lewis did everything within his power to avoid trouble, but 
his luck ran out. He conferred medals upon the Indians and gave 
them presents from the Great White Father in Washington. Pa 
tiently he convinced them of the friendly intent of his expedition, 
even inviting the Indians to camp overnight with his party. 

All went well around the campfire. The eight Piegans talked 
freely, giving Lewis information of the northern plains he eagerly 
sought. Conviviality between white and red seemed complete 
and the diplomatic captain "plyed them with the pipe untill 
late at night." But here Lewis made a mistake that cost the 
expedition dearly. When the men retired he failed to warn them 
properly of their danger and permitted a careless watch. 

On the following morning the white men awoke to find the 
Indians virtually in command of the camp. While they slept, the 
Piegans had seized most of their guns and gave every appear 
ance of making oil with their horses. A brief fight broke out dur 
ing which Eeuben Fields stabbed one of the Indians and Captain 
Lewis shot another. The quick action of the party saved it from 
destruction, but the death of the two Piegans created a hatred 
for white men among the Blackfeet that virtually closed the 
Whoop-Up country to traders for thirty years. 

This small fight on the Marias upset Jefferson's scheme to 
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open the northern plains to American commerce. If anything, 
it gave a further advantage to the Hudson's Bay Company, 
though British traders also suffered from Blackfoot hostility. Not 
until the 1840s were the Blackfeet conciliated sufficiently to tol 
erate the construction of Fort Bcnton by the American Fur 
Company. 

During these decades the Blackfeet were the terror of the 
northern plains. Party after party of American traders suffered 
defeat and loss at their hands. Even after trade relations were 
restored they retained their reputation as troublesome and ag 
gressive Indians. As late as 1859 Captain John Palliser's expedi 
tion nearly mutinied when his men learned of the approach of a 
Blackfoot band. Only the sternest actions by the British explorer 
kept his men from deserting. 42 

Despite this continued Blackfoot hostility, knowledge of the 
Whoop-Up country grew rapidly during the fifties. Railroad sur 
vey expeditions under Isaac I. Stevens gathered detailed infor 
mation of the region between the forty-seventh and forty-ninth 
parallels, while numerous parties of gold-seekers, especially those 
under Captain James L. Fisk, crossed the Whoop-Up country on 
their way to the gold fields. Captain John Palliser's expedition 
collected data concerning the region north of the unmarked inter 
national boundary. 

Far more was known of the American portion of the region 
than of the Canadian. Until the international boundary survey 
party of 1874 and the occupation of the Canadian West by the 
Northwest Mounted Police during the same year, much of the 
region was a blank space on Canadian maps. 

Along the Missouri River a restless population of gold-seekers 
and free traders gathered to invade this last frontier. Their ac 
tivities removed any remaining blank spots from the map of the 
Whoop-Up country. Fort Benton boasted many men in the six 
ties who knew every river and stream, every coulee and alkali 
flat between the Missouri River and the South Saskatchewan. 
But their intimate knowledge of the country was folk learning, 
not yet transcribed onto maps in Ottawa or Washington. 








ITH gin, gimcracks, and gunpowder the em 
pire builders civilized aboriginals on all the world's frontiers. 
The northern Great Plains were no exception to this formula 
of expansion so successfully applied throughout the Americas, 
Africa, Asia, and Australia. In common with all frontiers of Euro 
pean settlement since the sixteenth century, traders on this last 
frontier exchanged liquor for whatever of value the aboriginals 
possessed, whether land, gold, animals, or furs. By the time the 
white men carried their culture to the Indians of the Whoop-Up 
country, however, traders lubricated their exchange with cheap 
whisky or watered rum rather than gin. 

In the years before the American Civil War, two great com 
panies contended for mastery of the fur trade in the high border 
country. Slowly, inexorably, the Hudson's Bay Company fought 
its way into the Far West, led by servants who explored half a 
continent for their London masters Peter Pond, Alexander Mac 
kenzie, Henry Kelsey, David Thompson, Peter Skene Ogden, and 
scores of others. The irresistible lure of beaver led hard and re 
sourceful men into bitter and violent struggles as the company 
fought its rivals, the North West Company and the XY Com 
pany, for the wealth of an empire. In 181, merger ended the 
conflict between Canadian rivals, and the honorable company 
ruled supreme north of the forty-ninth parallel. 

Up from the south came the lusty American Fur Company. 
With equal vigor and ruthlessness the American company crushed 
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its rivals, sending its posts farther and farther up the Missouri 
River toward that heaven of beaver, the Rocky Mountains, 

Violent collision between the British and American companies 
seemed imminent in the 1830s. Southward the Hudson's Bay Com 
pany thrust its power into the Missouri and Columbia river 
basins. Northward the Americans sent their agents into river 
valleys drained by the South Saskatchewan to challenge the 
great monopoly on the threshold of its vast domain. 

But the threatened conflict never materialized. Ugly rumors 
swept the ranks of both companies and hard feelings prompted 
recriminations from both sides of the unmarked international 
boundary, but the northern plains, naked of beaver and home of 
the implacable power of the Blackfeet, became a neutral ground, 
a barrier behind which the two rivals reached an uneasy truce. 
By 1833, men spoke of a "gentlemen's agreement" born of neces 
sity, not of respect. 

Both companies tried to occupy the region but failed. When 
the Hudson's Bay Company made its peace with the Nor'Westers 
in 18#1, it took over two posts built by its rivals in the Whoop- 
Up country. Chesterfield House on the South Saskatchewan 
River near present-day Empress, Alberta, and Piegan Post, or 
Old Bow Fort as it was later called, near modern Calgary, were 
outposts in the Blackfoot country. Frequent depredations, how 
ever, made them too costly to maintain, forcing the company to 
withdraw to the north. Thus, to trade for English goods, Black- 
feet had to travel far to the north to Rocky Mountain House 
or Fort Edmonton. 

Similarly, the American Fur Company thrust its posts into 
the Blackfoot country. From its strategic base at Fort Union at 
the junction of the Yellowstone and Missouri rivers, Kenneth 
McKenzie established for a short time a foothold at the mouth of 
the Marias River in 1830. Then, under the driving leadership of 
James Kipp, Andrew Dawson, and Alexander Culbertson, the 
company built in rapid succession Forts Brule, Lewis, and Ben- 
ton. These took the American Fur Company far up the river, 
but always on the periphery of Blackfoot power; for over fifty 
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years after Lewis and Clark, the plains country of the Blackfeet 
remained unoccupied by British or American adventurers. 

Trade tactics of the two companies were much the same. Money 
values remained unknown to the unsophisticated Indians for 
whom values continued to be measured in beaver skins. A gun, 
or fuke in Hudson's Bay trading, might be worth fifteen skins 
while a blanket would fetch ten. 

Fear of surprise attacks during the trading by enraged or 
drunken Indians forced both companies to take extensive pre 
cautions. Captain Butler thought Rocky Mountain House "the 
most singular specimen of an Indian trading post to be found" 
with its "bars and bolts and places to fire down at the Indians 
who are trading." * 

Even more impressive was the method of exchanging the goods. 
Through a narrow wooden grate, too small for an irate Indian 
to reach the trader, the goods appeared in exchange for furs. 
But this description fitted nearly all the trading posts estab 
lished along the edge of the Blackfoot country. From Fort Union 
westward, these little trading posts resembled military bastions 
and were universally called forts, though this title suggested a 
strength that few of them possessed. 

Necessity dictated these warlike measures since both companies 
used liquor to lure their savage guests to the exchange. With 
an eye to economy, the honorable company served imported rum 
while the American company dispensed a domestic whisky from 
Chicago or St. Louis. Years later, W. S. Gladestone, former em 
ployee of the Hudson's Bay Company, recalled the whisky trad 
ing of the great corporations. "We all traded whisky. Well, the 
Hudson's Bay Company traded rum up to the year 1860. I have 
seen as maney indans Drunk at Edmonton and Rocky Moun 
tain House as ever i seen aney where else and when they got 
drunk we have put them to bed and treated them a good deal 
better than some of our civilized Bartenders . . ." 2 

Time must have softened the harsh realities in Gladestone's 
memory. Rather than peaceful slumbers as an aftermath of the 
whisky trading, Indians often turned on the traders or upon 
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each other in wild scenes of brutality, violence, and destruction. 
This despite the fact that the rum or whisky was greatly weakened 
with water. Though Indians grew increasingly sophisticated, de 
manding more potent whisky with each trading season, they 
remained terribly susceptible to its effects, often becoming help 
lessly intoxicated after but a few drinks. 

Friends of the companies often repudiated charges of whisky 
trading. Others, unable to conceal entirely the character of the 
fur trade, found logical arguments to support the practice. As is 
so often true in international politics, each company charged the 
other was the greater sinner, while both claimed that established 
customs left no alternative if the Indian trade was to be held. 

After visiting Hudson's Bay posts in 1859 the Earl of Southesk 
advanced yet another telling argument. "Morally," thought the 
Earl, "this custom must be injurious to them; physically, it is 
harmless, nay beneficial, for the sickness following their intem 
perance relieves them of the bile caused by their excessive con 
sumption of fat meat when buffalo are plentiful." 3 

Gradually the Hudson's Bay Company weakened its hold on 
the region south of the Bed Deer River. Port Edmonton and 
Rocky Mountain House were too far for Blackfoot bands to 
reach easily, particularly in view of the danger of attacks from 
the Crees, bitter enemies who blocked their passage. 

Company policy unwittingly encouraged the advance of Amer 
ican traders into the region. Rocky Mountain House was often 
too poorly equipped to handle the Blackfoot trade, thus forcing 
the Indians to take their robes and pelts to the Yankee traders. 
Captain Palliser discovered during 1857 and 1858 that Mr. Braz- 
eau, unusually able and talented as he was, could not hold the 
Blackfoot trade at Rocky Mountain House and "seemed to be 
most wretchedly supplied with goods for the trade, and latterly 
had to send away bands of Blackfeet, 80 to 100 strong, well laden 
with buffalo robes, bearskins, wolfskins and other less valuable 
furs."* 

While company rule in the northern regions remained unchal 
lenged, in the southern districts whites as well as Indians moved 
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unchecked and uncontrolled. Year after year, the company sus 
tained losses in its South Saskatchewan fur trading, though 
these were substantially offset by the importance of buffalo meat, 
secured on the plains and processed as pemmican. 

Securing pemmican was a major interest of the company. 
Thousands of buffalo were killed annually, their meat dried and 
placed in large troughs, where wild berries were added for flavor. 
Then melted grease was poured over the meat and the two were 
thoroughly mixed with a wooden shovel. Once the mixture was 
completed, the meat was pounded into rawhide bags, which were 
then sewed shut. With these the company solved its problem of 
transporting in small bulk over great distances a highly nutri 
tious food for the men of its inland transport system. Pemmican 
from the plains kept the western organization functioning. 

Legally, the company was responsible for policing its domains. 
Practically, however, the possession of magisterial powers was 
of little consequence since there existed no means of enforcing 
this authority. Thus, the region was a territory without effective 
law, a derelict area without even the shadow of authority to con 
trol those who entered it. 

At the same time, the American Fur Company fell upon evil 
days. Pressed by financial reverses and hard hit by the decline 
of the fur trade, the company sold its interests in 1864 to the 
Northwest Fur Company. Almost at once the iron- willed domin 
ion of the old days collapsed and the era of the free trader was 
at hand. 

II 

With surprising speed the buffer zone ceased to be neutral. 
Gold-seekers rushed into the region as rumors swept Montana 
of fabulous strikes along the Teton, Marias, Milk, Oldman, and 
Bow rivers. By 1859 numerous parties passed through the region 
searching for colors in the fast flowing streams which tumbled 
out onto the plains from their mountain sources. Even Captain 
James Fisk's expedition of 1866, though headed for the estab 
lished fields, turned aside long enough to explore a number of 
rivers in the Whoop-Up country. For nearly a month, eighty of 

37 



WHOOP-UP COUNTRY 

the party searched every creek and stream of the Teton and 
Marias valleys. But all efforts failed and the prospectors soon 
departed for more promising diggings. 5 

The region lost forever its isolated character, for hard on their 
heels came robe hunters and wolfers. Eastern industry learned 
that buffalo hides made excellent belts for power machinery. 
This discovery created an insatiable demand for hides that sent 
thousands of hunters onto the plains after the buffalo. Use of 
hides for coats and robes further increased their value. 

Great herds suddenly vanished before the relentless guns of 
the buffalo hunters. This mass destruction provoked a senti 
mental outcry from easterners and prompted Horace Greeley, 
who had earlier seen the magnificent spectacle of the plains black 
with moving masses of the shaggy animals, to protest, "Nowhere 
is the blind, senseless human appetite for carnage, for destruc 
tion, more strikingly, more lamentably, evinced than in the rap 
idly proceeding extermination of the buffalo." 

But Greeley and the eastern critics missed the point. The de 
struction of the buffalo was only one phase of a national policy 
that consumed natural resources without taking thought of to 
morrow, a Gargantuan prodigality born of the faith that Amer 
ica's resources were inexhaustible. Not until the buffalo were 
nearly gone did men take notice, and then only to regret their 
passing, not the shortsightedness and mass greed that had ex 
terminated them. 

Free traders fundamentally altered the character of the Indian 
trade in the Whoop-Up country. Though half-breed "winterers" 
had comprised a type of free traders under the Hudson's Bay 
Company's rule, now independent traders poured into the re 
gion from, the south. Unlike the wintering "freemen" who sold 
most of their furs to the company or to buyers in the Bed River 
settlements in Manitoba, the invading traders from the Missouri 
reoriented the trade to divert the flow of robes and pelts to 
American markets. This was a grievous blow to the company, 
and it aroused an anger which could still command politicians 
and call governments to its assistance. 
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John J. Healy and Alfred B. Hamilton, Indian traders and 
jack-of-all-trades plainsmen from Sun River, spearheaded the 
invasion when they moved their trade across the boundary in 
1869. News of their success in the Blackfoot country quickly 
spread throughout the territory. When the Helena Daily Herald 
announced to its readers that the two traders had netted $50,000 
in their season's traffic, the editor added the obvious comment 
that this was "not very bad for a six months cruise among the 
Lo Family across the border." 7 Scores of independent traders 
agreed with him to the point of gathering up their traps, laying 
in a fresh supply of whisky, and heading north to share in the 
new bonanza. 

By 1870, Indians visiting Rocky Mountain House from the 
plains carried rapid-firing weapons of the latest design. Company 
officials were chagrined to discover the formidable character of 
the opposition while other tribes envied the great power placed 
in the hands of their hated enemies, the Blackfeet. The follow 
ing year, plains Indians failed to appear at the Hudson's Bay 
post for the annual trading. 

Free traders launched a new era in this region, though one 
entirely familiar along the American frontier since enterprising 
Englishmen started it all in 1607. Their brief period of power 
in the Whoop-Up country was based on the time-honored policy 
of grabbing the robes while they lasted, meanwhile debauching 
the Indians with whisky to secure their properties quickly and 
cheaply. The region north of Fort Benton became one of the 
most lawless areas on the frontier, a rendezvous for tough and 
restless men from every part of North America and Europe. In 
an anarchy that recalled the bloody conflict between the Nor'- 
Westers and the Hudson's Bay men or the ruthless struggles 
of the American Fur Company with the Rocky Mountain Fur 
Company in an earlier age, the free traders fought each other, 
resisted the monopoly of the honorable company, and tricked 
the Indians as they freely violated the laws of both countries in 
their greed for profits. 

With the low cunning of their kind, they callously stripped 
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the proud Blackfeet of every possession. Robes, pelts, horses, 
weapons, even squaws, were bought and sold for a few cups of 
Whoop-Up bug juice, with the trader enjoying a quick profit 
and the Indian speedily reduced to miserable poverty. 

The great corporations, of course, sold whisky in the years of 
their power. But they viewed the Indian trade from a different 
perspective. With corporate strength sustaining them, and the 
perpetuity of corporate existence stretching out ahead of them, 
they could look to the future. Their planning was often slight 
and inconsequential, but it recognized that any program which 
took all the Indian possessed and reduced him to poverty in 
vited disaster. To destroy the Indian was to ruin the trade, which 
was precisely what the free traders accomplished in a remark 
ably short time. 

Captain Butler viewed with alarm the activities of the free 
trader. His reports compared the trader's philosophy to that of 
a "man who takes his shooting for the term of a year or two and 
wishes to destroy all he can." Moreover, argued the explorer, he 
has only two objects in view: "First, to get the furs himself; 
second, to prevent the other trader from getting them. From 
Texas to Saskatchewan there has been but one result, and that 
result has been the destruction of the wild animals and the ex 
tinction, partial or total, of the Indian race." 8 His fears were 
fully confirmed. 

in 

Free traders were the picket line of American commerce de 
ployed against the Hudson's Bay Company. Through their en 
ergy, courage, and resourcefulness, eastern industries prospered 
and eastern capital flourished. They were only the advance agents 
of a commercial empire reaching back to St. Louis, Chicago, and 
New York. Eastern humanitarians, though shocked by the trad 
ers' treatment of the Indians, gladly clipped coupons made val 
uable through their enterprise. 

Most of the traders secured financial support from the leading 
merchants of Fort Benton. I. G. Baker and T. C. Power backed 
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many of the Whoop-Up traders, furnishing them credit in the 
form of trade goods and sometimes actually joining the venture 
as partners. By 1870 these two ambitious merchants controlled 
the lion's share of the trade flowing northward from Fort Benton 
to the Blackfeet, Piegans, and Bloods. Their extensive interests 
also included permits to trade with Crows, Gros Ventres, and 
Assiniboins. 

From modest origins in the fur trade, the two merchants built 
great fortunes. By the 1880s, they headed the largest and richest 
firms in the region, and furnished the Hudson's Bay Company 
formidable competition. 9 Many British and Canadian observers 
regretted the great influence of these companies in the Whoop- 
Up country. "Oh, my Hudson's Bay company," lamented A. 
Staveley Hill, British financier and member of Parliament, "all 
this might have been yours, if you had not sat by with folded 
arms and allowed your own legitimate business to have been 
grabbed by some Montana adventurers." 10 

Fort Benton was the center for the trade into the northern 
plains; through it passed goods destined for Indian consumers 
as well as the robes for eastern markets. By 1875, over 100,000 
robes and pelts were shipped annually to eastern markets by 
Benton brokers. Sir Cecil Denny recalled seeing 20,000 robes 
ready for shipment the following spring. Most of the profits, 
moreover, stayed with Benton merchants who ventured their 
capital, not with the traders who risked their lives in the Indian 
country. 

Indian traders played a curiously anachronistic role in Amer 
ican society during these years. They were engaged in a trade 
condemned by most Americans as brutal and disreputable, but 
approved by their own social groups as beneficial. Thus, most of 
them were on the defensive, sharing with Johnny Healy the view 
that eastern opinion regarded them as "monsters of hideous form 
and revolting aspect." 11 Indeed, public opinion denounced the 
traders for debauching Indians with whisky and for killing them 
with smallpox and syphilis. Even fellow westerners sometimes 
grew bitter about their trade in rapid-firing weapons which armed 
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the Indians with more modern rifles than those the army troops 
carried against them. 

To these charges, the traders turned deaf ears. With the ag 
gressiveness characteristic of those under constant attack, they 
launched a "positive good" argument of their own. "Traders 
have done more towards subduing the evil propensities of the 
Indians than all the soldiers and agents of the government," 
boasted Healy. Traders thought of themselves as allies of the 
Indians, taking them the good things of life produced by the fac 
tories and looms of eastern industry. 

Few westerners really disapproved of the whisky trade to the 
Indians, at least while there were still Indians to be victimized. 
Since whisky tended to weaken Indian power, many regarded it 
as a powerful weapon in reducing the Indians to a sedentary life 
on reservations from which they could not impede the white 
man's plans. To these, it was a civilizing agent in disguise, for it 
helped prepare the way for a "higher culture." 

Most of the traders were young men, and many were only re 
cently out of uniform from the Union or Confederate armies. 
They comprised a polyglot group representing every nationality, 
with Negroes frequently serving as runners to smuggle the whisky 
across the boundary into Canada. By frontier standards most 
of them were "decent" men, abiding by the strict customs of 
their social group and living by the code of the community. Most 
of them avoided violence and resorted to it only in extreme situ 
ations, despite the folklore reputation they enjoy for quick trig 
gers and gunsmoke. 

Outsiders, except the missionaries whose judgments condemned 
them on every count, usually modified their strictures once they 
came to know these frontiersmen. Sir Cecil Denny testified that 
the Northwest Mounted Police found them "a very decent lot of 
men in spite of all we had heard against them." 12 The Earl of 
Dunraven admitted that he found some rough characters among 
them, men who occasionally shot each other in gambling quarrels 
and drunken sprees. But most he found to be agreeable young 
men, civil and obliging. Moreover, they possessed a keen sense 
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of independence and self-respect, qualities which Dunraven re 
garded highly and praised as universal western traits. 13 

IV 

Whatever the character of the traders, the nature of their 
commerce is clear. Furs no longer comprised the major item of 
barter; Indians now brought buffalo hides and wolf pelts to the 
posts. Buffalo robes were of two kinds, the highly prized "head 
and tail" robes which were complete hides, uncut and unsewed. 
Such hides frequently brought as much as twelve dollars in trade 
goods to the Indians fortunate enough to possess them. Far more 
common were the "split robes," cut down the middle and sewed 
with sinew. Indians also brought their ponies to the traders. 
These were frequently the source of considerable profit to the 
Indians, especially if they returned to steal the horses for a later 
exchange with another trader. 

Well-equipped traders offered a wide range of cheap goods to 
the Indians. Tobacco, salt, sugar, flour, and tea quickly became 
standard commodities in the exchange and reduced the red men 
to complete dependence upon the trader for subsistence. Simi 
larly, the traders' axes, knives, hatchets, fire steel, and weapons 
replaced stone-age tools so thoroughly that without them the 
natives starved. Blankets, calico, colorful cotton fabrics, and in 
numerable trinkets, such as brass wire, beads, silver ornaments, 
and wide leather belts, completed the traders' stock. 

Whisky, however, brought the greatest profits. Many traders, 
lacking both capital and scruples, turned to liquor as their chief 
reliance. Profits could be stretched to incredible limits as un 
tutored Indians, lacking the white man's sense of values, became 
the trader's victims when liquor addled their brains. Traders 
also resorted to the old trick of diluting the whisky as the trad 
ing progressed so that many intoxicated braves received little 
more than colored water for their labors. 

On top of this, the traders seldom used good whisky. Usually 
they adopted a formula that placed a fiery, but cheap, concoc 
tion into the Indians' hands. One such formula called for a quart 
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of whisky, a pound of chewing tobacco, a handful of red pepper, 
a bottle of Jamaica ginger, and a quart of molasses. This potent 
mixture was then thoroughly diluted with water and heated to 
bring out its full powers. 

Other formulas seem equally stimulating. Most traders simply 
mixed high wine with water, added tea leaves and tobacco, and 
presented their customers with a drink that gratified unsophis 
ticated palates with its breathtaking satisfactions. A few traders, 
possessing greater imagination or more capital, mixed Perry's 
Famous Painkiller, Hostetter's Bitters, tobacco, and molasses 
with the alcohol. Often they added a dash of red ink, since the 
savage, like many patrons of the modern bar, found pleasure in 
a colorful mixed drink. 

Whatever the ingredients, the potions were hot. Frequently 
they touched off wild frenzies in which savage reprisals were 
levied against the traders. If they could not be reached, the In 
dians often turned on each other in terrible scenes of violence. 
Colonel S. C. Ashby later recalled one frenzied brave who rode 
into a Baker trading camp shouting, "You miserable, dirty white 
dog. You are here with your cattle eating our grass, drinking our 
water, and cutting our wood. We want you to get out of here, 
or we will wipe you out." 14 

Undoubtedly, the whisky trading story has suffered gross ex 
aggeration. Tall tales, wild yarns, and pure myths soon colored 
the events as lively imaginations and a desire to tell a good story 
distorted and altered the truth. Sometimes vested interests sought 
to discredit the free traders by portraying their activities in the 
worst possible light, Hudson's Bay Company officials encouraged 
rumors in eastern Canada that more than five hundred well- 
armed, carefully drilled, and disciplined American desperadoes 
roamed the Whoop-Up country, killing and plundering at will. 
Here is yet another example of that complex amalgam of local 
and international politics which conceals so much of the evidence 
and challenges cautious judgment. 

Information regarding the Whoop-Up traders is confused and 
fragmentary at best. Old timers often confessed to exploits that 
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they exaggerated or even created from whole cloth. Numerous 
examples of this exist, but one of the most famous concerns the 
alleged "Snookum Jim" letter. William Pearce apparently began 
the yarn in his reminiscences: 

"To show the utter lawlessness of the country at that period, 
it is only necessary to produce a letter written by a resident of 
* Whoop-Up' to a friend in Fort Benton, the fall of 1873: 

Dear friend: 

My partner Will Geary got to putting on airs 
and I shot him and he is dead the potatoes 
are looking well. 

Yours truly, 

Snookum Jim" 

Here, indeed, is evidence proving beyond doubt the brutality of 
the American traders. But Pearce produced no such letter, while 
both internal and external evidence indicate strongly that the 
incident is pure fabrication. Despite this, some historians have 
repeated the story as sober truth. 15 

Other stories combined fact with fiction so adroitly that to 
winnow the grains of truth from the chaff of exaggeration is vir 
tually impossible. Typical of this type are the accounts, in many 
versions, of intrepid whisky runners avoiding United States mar 
shals to deliver their illicit product to northern Indians. These 
yarns usually picture the diligent marshal carefully watching the 
trader's activities as he purchases his supply of whisky from 
obliging wholesalers in Helena or Fort Benton. Then, at the 
proper moment, the marshal's attention is distracted, sometimes 
by invitations to dances or parties, more often with false rumors 
of crime at other points. While the marshal's back is turned, the 
wily trader loads his goods on fast wagons and heads for the in 
ternational boundary. Once more, the marshal is outwitted and 
the determined frontiersman reaches his goal unmolested by the 
law. 

Such tales furnish unlimited grist for the storyteller's mill, and 
old-timers obligingly produce more when the supply threatens 
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to fail. These accounts usually prove to be worthless under the 
careful scrutiny of historical research; but most have sufficient 
truth in them to provide atmosphere. Captain Denny correctly 
estimated their value when he cautioned, "the whisky trade was 
equally exaggerated, for although it was bad enough it could not 
come up to the tales told of it." 16 But most of us want our west 
ern adventure stories with villains whose crimes match the maj 
esty of the plains and mountains in which they rode. 

During the early years of free trading north of the Missouri 
River, many traders simply entered the Indian camps to con 
duct their exchange. While this direct method saved the costs 
of constructing a trading post, it quickly revealed a fatal weak 
ness. When Indians became excited through fiery whisky or over 
unfair treatment, the trader often lost his entire stock of goods 
and sometimes his life. This encouraged the building of trading 
posts, most of which were quickly dubbed "whisky forts." 

To call the roll of these little trading posts north of the forty- 
ninth parallel is to recapture the spirit of the era. Forts Whoop- 
Up, Slideout, Standoff, Robbers Roost, and Whisky Gap indi 
cate by their names the character of the trade. Forts Hamilton, 
Kipp, Conrad, and Spitzee carried less sensational titles, but 
their careers were similar. 

It is virtually impossible today to write an accurate history 
of these colorful little forts. Local historians cannot agree on the 
simplest facts. No fewer than five men, for example, claimed in 
their memoirs the dubious credit for building Fort Standoff. Best 
evidence points to James Kipp's half-breed son, Joseph, and his 
partner, Charles Thomas. 

This post, built near the confluence of the Waterton and Belly 
rivers, got its name in typical fashion. United States Marshal 
Charles D. Hard, an able and conscientious peace officer, launched 
a one-man campaign in the early 1870s to make hard the way 
of the transgressor. His efforts forced whisky runners to adopt 
innumerable ruses, particularly in smuggling their goods across 
the Indian reservation lying between Fort Benton and the inter 
national boundary. 
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On one occasion, Marshal Hard pursued a group of traders 
with unusual vigor. Mile after mile, the determined officer pushed 
the whisky traders. Finally, in the vicinity of the unmarked in 
ternational boundary, he overtook them. 17 James W. Schultz, 
from oral as well as written reminiscences, reconstructed the 
tense scene. 

" It is the Marshal all right and we might as well stop right 
here and stand him off,' said Joseph Kipp, leader of the band. 

" 'Well, Joe, I've got you at last. Just turn around and head 
for Fort Benton,' shouted the irate Marshal. 

" 'Hard, you're just twenty minutes too late. You should have 
overtaken us on the far side of the creek back there/ 

" C 0h, come. No joking. This is serious business. Turn your 
team/ insisted the Marshal. 

" 'Hard, right here you are no more a Marshal of the United 
States than I am, for right here we are in Canada; the north fork 
of the Milk river is the line.' " 1S 

It was not the boundary, but the argument convinced the out 
numbered marshal who returned to Fort Benton empty-handed. 
The traders, meanwhile, christened their new post Standoff, in 
memory of their brush with the law. 

Fort Slideout won its title under equally exciting conditions. 
During the course of trading at a little post on the Belly River, 
the Benton men received a warning from a friendly Indian boy 
that a band of Bloods was on the warpath. They had already 
wiped out one trader and now they planned to attack the post. 
W. S. Gladestone later recalled the incident: 

"We went into the shack and had a few drinks of bug juice 
and got talking about what we should do. There was no use stay 
ing there for the Indians would not come any more to trade. A 
Dutchman in the gang said we had better slide out, so it has 
been called Slideout ever since." 19 

Yet another explanation exists for this curious title. Traders 
at Standoff speculated on a suitable site for another post. While 
they debated, two of their number quietly slipped away during 
the night to establish a second post on the Belly River. When 
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the remaining traders discovered their absence the following 
morning, they roundly cursed their two companions for failing 
to take them in on the deal and derisively dubbed the new post 
Slideout. This version is perhaps less exciting than Gladestone's, 
but it is probably as accurate. 

v 

Fort Whoop-Up was the most famous of the whisky forts, 
Located at the junction of the St. Mary and the Oldman, it be 
came the center of the Indian trade in the region between Fort 
Benton and Fort Edmonton. Built originally by John Healy and 
A. B. Hamilton in 1869 as Fort Hamilton, it was then merely a 
collection of log huts placed in a crude semicircle and connected 
by a picket fence. 

Angry Indians burned this post to the ground shortly after its 
completion and the Benton partners were compelled to rebuild. 
The elaborate post which they constructed near modern Leth- 
bridge soon gave its name to the trail joining it to Fort Benton 
as well as to the region around it. 

Rather than a semicircle of shacks, this new Fort Whoop-Up 
boasted heavy squared timbers, built in the shape of a rectangle. 
Earth-covered roofs protected it from fire, while two formidable 
bastions at opposite corners, each mounting an ancient brass 
cannon, guarded the approaches. Loopholes in the mud-chinked 
walls guaranteed a stout defense in the unlikely event of an In 
dian attack. 

This grim exterior contrasted strangely with the interior where 
large stone fireplaces and spacious quarters created an atmos 
phere of comfort in a rude wilderness. A blacksmith shop, com 
modious warehouses, cook rooms, and living quarters gave the 
fort an appearance of permanence foreign to other posts in the 
region. William Gladestone, former Hudson's Bay ship car 
penter, directed the construction which required the labor of 
thirty men working nearly two years to complete. Healy later 
claimed that the Benton traders invested $5,000 in the post. 
Neither Healy nor Hamilton possessed sufficient capital for such 
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a venture, but Hamilton was a nephew of Isaac G. Baker, from 
whom sufficient funds were readily available to underwrite so 
profitable an enterprise. 

Three small wickets to the right of the sturdy oak gates served 
as openings for the trading. Through these, the Indians pushed 
their robes in exchange for goods. Red men seldom entered the 
fort, especially during the trading when arguments often touched 
off fights. Iron bars across windows and chimneys further guar 
anteed that uninvited savage guests would not drop in on the 
traders at an unguarded moment. 

Around Fort Whoop-Up revolves much of the folklore of the 
whisky trading era. Here, Johnny Healy ruled with an iron hand, 
creating many of the legends that surround his name even to the 
present day. Here, too, Francois Vielle, "Crazy Vielle," func 
tioned as half-witted court jester to the crude little community. 
While Healy feared neither God nor man, Crazy Vielle feared 
both, once leaving two Jesuit priests stranded on the plains when 
a distant dust cloud terrorized him into thinking a Blackfoot 
war party was on their trail. Despite urgent pleas by the priests 
to stay with them, to trust in the safety of their black robes and 
to have faith in God, the frightened French half-breed continued 
his flight, pausing only long enough to compose another Crazy 
Vielle aphorism, "You trust in God,'* shouted the departing 
guide, "I trust my horse." 

No one really knows how Fort Whoop-Up got its unusual 
name. Some old-timers insist that the expression was first used 
in an interview between Benton merchant John Power and John 
Wye, just returned from across the boundary. When asked by 
Power how things were going, Pennsylvania Dutchman Wye re 
plied, "Oh, we're just whoopen-on-em up," which struck public 
fancy to be quickly shortened to "whooping it up." 

Others remember that the title came from traders whose fast, 
six-horse wagons "whooped it up" for the boundary to avoid 
both police and army patrols. A more likely explanation lies in 
the fact that "whoop you up" was a common Missouri River ex 
pression meaning to be rounded up. William Pearce recalls that 
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I. G. Baker shouted after departing friends, Healy and Hamilton, 
"Don't let the Indians whoop you up!" 

However it came, the name stuck. Soon official government 
maps, both Canadian and American, marked the wagon road 
into Canada as the Whoop-Up Trail. This, in turn, led frontiers 
men to refer to the entire region as the Whoop-Up country. Its 
name thus recalled the stirring days when ambitious men flouted 
the law and defied the power of the Hudson's Bay Company to 
organize a questionable trade. 

VI 

The men who opened the country never questioned the integ 
rity of their enterprise or the reality of their good works. John 
Healy regarded the traders as "the best brand of prairie men 
that the world produced doing legitimate business scattered 
through the various posts. These men taught the Blackfeet, Pie- 
gans, Bloods, Sarcees and Crees to behave. They made the 
country safe and possible for people to travel the prairies in 
safety . . ." 20 

Reports from less biased observers emphasized a very different 
aspect of the trade. Explorers, missionaries, government officials, 
and army officers unanimously denounced it as completely de 
moralizing to the Blackfeet and their cousins, the Piegans and 
Bloods. 

Disease and social disorganization as well as whisky came with 
the trader. Within a remarkably short time, the Blackfeet were 
reduced from one of the most powerful plains tribes to a poverty- 
stricken rabble. Father Scollen sadly reported to Lieutenant 
Governor Laird in Winnipeg, "In the summer of 1874, I was 
traveling amongst the Blackfeet. It was painful to me to see the 
state of poverty to which they had been reduced. Formerly, they 
had been the most opulent Indians in the country, now they 
were clothed in rags without horses and without guns." 21 

This destruction of material prosperity was more than matched 
by a tragic decay in social organization, A well-knit tribal com 
munity collapsed into small bands, fearful of each other and 
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Fort Benton in 1862 was not yet the "Chicago of the Plains" 

The Whoop-Up Trail extended from Fort Benton on the 
south to Fort Madeod on the north 

In 1874 Fort Macleod was an "atom of settlement in a wilderness" 
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Front Street, photographed in 1871, was for a time 
the town's only thoroughfare 

"Pioneer Benton was bleak and unattractive" 
To Benton's mile-long levee came supplies for an inland empire 
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Merchant princes of Benton 



Isaac G. Baker 




William G. Conrad 




Thomas C. Power 



ALL PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY 
HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF MONTANA 





COtTRTESY HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF MONTANA 

The Diamond R muletrain winds through 
Prickly Pear Canyon, Montana 




COURTESY HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF MONTANA 



Wagonmaster Pres Lewis hoists "one for the road" 
Transportation was the key to western empire 

Wagontrains carried the commerce of the plains 
from Benton to distant points 
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The Concord coach, a "marvel of nineteenth-century craftsmanship" 
"In the Whoop-Up country the wheel ruled supreme" 
"From sunrise until evening the caravan of wagons rolled on" 
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This interior of Sawtell's ranch was typical of the period 
Graziers and grangers early moved into the Whoop-Up country 
Ranching in the shadows of the Rockies 
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Few of the Montana cowboys 
resembled the now legendary 
"knights of the plains" 



COURTESY HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF MONTANA 



Branding cattle on a Whoop-Up ranch in 1888 
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avoiding contact whenever possible. Only the timely arrival of 
the Mounted Police in 1874 prevented the complete destruction 
of these northern Indians. 

Ironically, many of the traders urged complete destruction of 
the Indians as the answer to the Indian problem. Whisky, poison, 
firearms, and disease these grim companions of civilization 
were effective allies in this extermination policy. "If we had only 
been allowed to carry on the business in our own way for another 
two years," complained one of the whisky traders, "there would 
have been no trouble now as to feeding the Indians, for there 
would have been none left to feed: whisky, pistols, strychnine, 
and other like processes would have effectively cleared away 
these wretched natives." 22 

Equally destructive to Indian welfare was the wave of wolfers 
who invaded the Whoop-Up country with the free traders. These 
men, who lived and slept on the plains like the wild animals, 
were universally despised by whites and reds alike. 

Each autumn small parties of wolfers headed out onto the 
plains. With strychnine rather than bullets they accomplished 
their mission by sprinkling the poison into carcasses of dead buf 
falo. Hungry wolves devoured the meat, thus contributing their 
pelts to the wolfers' cache. 

Westerners deplored this indiscriminate slaughter. Indians re 
sented the wanton destruction of their dogs which unsuspectingly 
ate the poisoned buffalo meat. When the wolfers sprinkled strych 
nine in a buffalo carcass, they left a death trap on the plains 
which was an unmarked hazard. So many valuable Indian dogs 
fell victim to the poisoned bait that the Indians killed the wolfers 
whenever they could. 

Wolfers feared the Indians and frequently protested to traders 
who supplied them with repeating rifles and ammunition. To end 
this arms traffic in the Whoop-Up country, they organized a 
band known as the Spitzee Cavalry. Led by John Evans and 
Harry "Kamoose" Taylor, the wolfers tried to drive the traders 
out of the region. 28 

Though the ostensible purpose was to stop the trade in repeat- 

51 



WHOOP-UP COUNTRY 

friends in Ottawa stirred the Dominion government to action. 
But Ottawa officials never .accepted uncritically or at face value 
the lurid accounts of the Whoop-Up trade reported by company 
officials and their advocates. While sympathetic, members of the 
Macdonald government were well aware of the uneasiness prevail 
ing among, company men in the face of costly competition from 
Fort Benton. They understood the bias that distorted Whoop-Up 
events into strident pleas for government intervention with a 
military expedition into the west. 26 

Canadian resentment against the free traders mounted each 
passing year. By 187, Canadian newspapers called for the occu 
pation of Fort Whoop-Up by government forces and public opin 
ion, shocked by the reported brutality of the traders and aroused 
by an offended national spirit, demanded an end to the invasion 
from the south. 

The reign of the whisky traders was nearing its end. When 
scarlet-clad troopers of the Northwest Mounted Police reached 
the Whoop-Up country in the autumn of 1874, the trade was 
doomed. Its collapse concluded a colorful but tragic chapter in 
the Whoop-Up story. 
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iiREQUENT massacres darkly stain the pages of 
western history. But few of them challenge the historian as much 
as the skirmish between whites and Indians in the low-lying 
Cypress Hills of southern Saskatchewan. Here, in May 1873, a 
fight between a party of hunters and traders from Fort Benton 
and a band of North Assiniboins touched off an international 
incident. It heightened the tension already existing between 
Britain and the United States and fanned the smoldering embers 
of national spirit into flame on both sides of the international 
boundary in North America. 

In such an atmosphere, national bias quickly distorted fact 
into fiction to create as vigorous a set of legends and myths as 
surround any similar incident in American history. To the south, 
American historians pieced together a story of valiant frontiers 
men bravely fighting for their lives against fearful odds as sav 
ages sought to "wipe them out." To the north, Canadian histo 
rians painted a picture of American border ruffians, drunk with 
whisky and greed, brutally slaughtering innocent and defenseless 
Indians without purpose or justification. 

Neither interpretation seems defensible in view of the avail 
able evidence. And neither does credit to the objectivity or schol 
arship of those who, by reason of inadequate research or national 
bias, have perpetuated legend as history or myth as truth. 

Tragedy at Cypress Hills began with a commonplace frontier 
incident. A small party of wolfers, returning from a winter of 
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hunting in the northern reaches of the Whoop-Up country, 
camped on the Teton River only five miles from Fort Benton. 
Since they were so close to the river town and were surrounded 
by ranches, the men relaxed the vigil so carefully maintained 
during the long trip down the Whoop-Up Trail. But they were 
betrayed by this false sense of security, and while their night 
herders slept, a band of thieving Indians made off with their 
horses. The men awoke to find themselves the victims of an hon 
orable but dangerous Indian sport. 1 

Here was another of the conflicts between the white man's 
highly developed sense of property ownership and the Indian's 
different set of values. To the plains Indians, horse stealing was 
a highly regarded achievement, bringing to the successful thief 
much of the same honor and recognition that modern American 
society confers upon the baseball player who steals home base. 

But the wolfers did not regard it a game. To be left on the 
plains without their horses was a serious matter, and they broke 
camp .aroused by the audacity as well as by the success of the 
raiders. After ascertaining that their horses were indeed stolen 
and not estrayed, they moved down the trail into Fort Benton, 
a party of angry and determined men. 

In Fort Benton, their pleas for assistance in apprehending the 
culprits and in recovering their stolen property fell on deaf ears. 
There, the military commander refused their request, arguing 
that his force was too small to provide an escort for such a mis 
sion. Left to their own devices, the wolfers organized an expedi 
tion, one fated to violence through the absence of authorized law 
enforcement. 

With surprising speed the expedition outfitted itself for the 
trek across the plains. There is no evidence that the men lin 
gered in Benton finding strength or courage in the many saloons 
facing the busy river front. Despite this lack of evidence, several 
writers have made much of the party's fondness for "Montana 
Redeye," and one writer, claiming information directly from an 
Indian participant, describes the manner in which they spent the 
winter in the river town nursing their wrath: "In many a bar- 
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room session the wolfers boasted of the dreadful vengeance they 
would heap on the red men when the poplars were in leaf again." 2 
But this is entirely fictitious, for they remained in Benton only 
long enough to outfit the expedition. 

The men who rode north from Benton that day were typical 
hunters, trappers, and wolfers of the high border country, nei 
ther better nor worse than most. Experienced in Indian warfare 
and schooled in plains lore, they were capable of caring for them 
selves whatever the emergency. Heavily armed with the latest 
repeating rifles and revolvers, they thought themselves a match 
for any roaming band of hostile Indians they might encounter. 

To establish the character of the men in the little party is a 
difficult exercise in historical evidence. Testimony varies widely, 
depending upon the bias of the witnesses. On the whole, it seems 
clear that thus far historians have too harshly judged the group. 
By the standards of eastern society, whether Canadian or Amer 
ican, they were vulgarians, whose occupations and environment 
had shaped them to a coarseness thought characteristic of the 
frontier. By contemporary western standards they were typical 
frontiersmen "thirteen Kit Carsons" as one newspaper phrased 
it; "advanced guards of civilization" in the no less modest words 
of yet another. 8 

Only Thomas Hardwick had a "tough" reputation, one fully 
described by his sobriquet, "Green River Renegade." Most of 
the others, however, were veterans of previous conflicts with In 
dians, which had left them victims of the universal western view 
that violence and bloodshed were inevitable in their contacts 
with the red men. Some of them were also veterans of the Civil 
War with the experience of four years of conflict shaping their 
conduct. This was a dangerous combination, for it prepared them 
to regard violence against the Indians as natural and to praise 
the destruction of Indian power as promoting civilization. But 
the judgment that they were therefore capable of any crime, 
however depraved, is an unwarranted assumption based on the 
widely accepted exaggeration that western society comprised 
"desperadoes, murderers and degenerates; in short, a majority 
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of the white population." 4 This picture of the western commu 
nity may provide a proper atmosphere for a Hollywood thriller, 
but it does not accord with the facts of the social history of the 
region. 

This was also an international brigade. Though denounced in 
contemporary Canadian newspapers as "American gangsters," 
"American scum," and "American frontiersmen," and stigma 
tized by later historians as "one of the Missouri River gangs," or 
as "American gunmen," it was actually an Anglo-American party 
with citizens of both nationalities well represented. Of those 
whose nationalities can be ascertained, Ed Grace, George Ham 
mond, and Donald Graham were Anglo-Canadians while Jeff 
Devereaux, S. Vincent, and Alexis Lebompard were among the 
several French-Canadians. 

With all possible speed and without particular caution, the 
Benton party pushed hard on the trail of the stolen horses. Nat 
ural leadership quickly asserted itself so that without an election 
or any formal balloting, John Evans took command. This large, 
well-built, good-natured frontiersman was dubbed the "Chief" 
by his companions in recognition of their confidence in his abil 
ity to direct them on their mission. 

Evans had demonstrated this same quality of leadership dur 
ing the previous season when he served as captain of the Spitzee 
Cavalry. George Hammond, who was soon to join Evans in the 
fight at Cypress Hills, had openly challenged Johnny Healy in 
the days of the Spitzee Cavalry. The two traders came to blows 
over the Spitzee affair, accusing each other of "dirty cowardice" 
and "thieving deceit." Thus, several of the chief figures in the 
struggle for control of the Whoop-Up trade the previous year 
were now involved in the fight at Cypress Hills. 

When I. G. Baker's allies, Evans and Hammond in particular, 
became involved in the affair at Cypress Hills, the Power traders 
found an unexpected opportunity for revenge and a chance to 
reverse the pressure of the previous year. Now they hoped to 
exclude the Baker traders from the field. But their maneuvers 
were far more subtle than the crude threats of the Spitzee Cav- 
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airy, for they used the American and Canadian governments to 
eliminate their rivals and to advance the firm's monopolistic 
goals. The affair of the Spitzee Cavalry, which has always been 
treated as an isolated incident, is then of great importance in 
understanding the hue and cry which accompanied the Cypress 
Hills melee. 

H 

Such thoughts were far from their minds as the Benton men 
hastened northward. Traveling night and day with but short 
rests they tenaciously followed a trail that led them into the 
Cypress Hills. In this rough and eroded region with its deep 
ravines and thick stands of coyote willows, the trail became too 
faint to follow and they were forced to give up their search. This 
was disappointing, but Abel FarwelFs trading post on Battle 
Creek was only a few miles distant and there they hoped to rest 
their horses and gather information about the stolen property. 
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When about five miles from Fort Farwell, as the little trading 
post was called, the men halted to make camp. Here they de 
cided to send two of their number into the trading area to recon- 
noiter. It fell to John Evans and Thomas Hardwick to announce 
their presence to Farwell and to secure what information he 
might have about their mission. 

Farwell greeted his old friends cordially, urging them to bring 
in the rest of the party to join his men for dinner and to spend 
the night at his post. Evans, however, was too concerned about 
the lost trail for social amenities and pressed Farwell for infor 
mation. He was particularly anxious about the nearby camp of 
Little Soldier's North Assiniboins, where some of his men be 
lieved they would find the stolen horses. He bluntly came to the 
point; were they the thieves? "No," said the trader, "the camp 
has only five or six horses, and they have not got yours." 5 

This was disappointing news and Evans hurried back to his 
companions to share it with them. It was a blow to their hopes 
of finding the horses on the morrow and of returning at once to 
Fort Benton. Evans later recalled his frustration: "sick and dis 
appointed at not having obtained our horses and tired after a 
long day's ride, we lay down to sleep after exchanging news." 6 
Hardwick, however, remained with Farwell to enjoy the com 
forts of the little fort, including its well-stocked liquor chest. 

The Benton party reached Fort Farwell at a most unfortunate 
time. For weeks, the surrounding district had been feverish with 
excitement as Indians, half-breeds, and traders lived under an 
armed truce. The very evening of their arrival witnessed the 
climax of an incident dating back to the previous month when 
a band of seventeen Indians abused FarwelPs hospitality and 
slipped away with thirty of his horses while his guards slept. 
Among these horses was one owned by the Canadian George 
Hammond. On the night the Benton men arrived at the fort, 
this horse was returned to Hammond who generously paid the 
Indian bringing it in. Unhappily, the disappearance of this same 
horse the following day touched off the fight which became 
known to history as the Cypress Hills massacre. 
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Fort Farwell was only one of four trading posts built in this 
district in the autumn of 1872. After the winter's trading, how 
ever, I. G. Baker's bulltrains collected the furs and two of the 
posts were abandoned. Abel Farwell, assisted by his interpreter, 
Alexis Lebompard, continued to trade as a representative of 
T. C. Power Company of Benton. Less than two hundred yards 
away, but across the creek, another post remained open under 
the management of Moses Solomon. In this post, as assistants 
or as hunters, lived three other white men soon to be involved 
in the fracas, John McFarland, George Bell, and Philander Vogle. 

So tense were conditions around these two posts that several 
Indian skirmishes had already served as grim harbingers of the 
approaching tragedy. Fort Solomon was the particular target of 
Indian resentment, for Solomon and his traders had treated the 
Indians badly. By May, hatred for the white traders had reached 
fever pitch among the Indians and plans for a showdown with 
the traders were already underway when the Benton party ar 
rived. 

Not far from the two trading posts a large settlement of half- 
breeds watched this guerrilla warfare with growing apprehension. 
A wave of fear swept the community of freighters and hunters 
when a band of Indians killed a white trader named Paul Rivers. 

Frequent Indian threats to wipe out Fort Solomon reached 
the unhappy metis community during the month of April. On 
one occasion, the Indians bluntly warned Joseph Laverdure, a 
half-breed freighter in Abel FarwelTs employ, that despite the 
close ties between their people and his, the metis would be hurt 
if they got in the way when "a hundred guns go off." 7 

Sometime later, and only two days before the fight, a badly 
frightened Assiniboin appeared in the half-breed winterers* camp. 
His story of an impending attack upon Fort Solomon confirmed 
the metis' fears and gave added emphasis to the repeated warn 
ings already current in their camp. 

On top of this, the half-breeds received a direct warning less 
than two hours before the fight, when another Indian from Little 
Soldier's camp added his testimony. "It is a pity you half-breeds 
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are here, for we have determined to clean out the whites and 
take all their stock, as soon as the Americans come out of the 
fort we intend to take all they have and if they make any resist 
ance we will fight them/' 8 

To make disaster a certainty on that Sunday in early May, 
whites and red men alike spent much of the morning drinking. 
Moses Solomon's whisky trade with the Indians had already 
caused great difficulties; now Abel Farwell joined in the traffic 
by providing drinks from the supplies he had purchased earlier 
from William Howe when that trader departed for Fort Benton. 
Farwell later denied that he ever traded in spirits, arguing that 
he bought out Howe's stock only "to keep him out of the busi 
ness." 9 While Farwell's sentiments appear entirely commendable, 
there is adequate evidence to indict him along with Solomon. 10 

Shortly after noon the Sabbath calm was broken by George 
Hammond's shout that the Indians had again stolen his horse. 
Quickly the Benton traders crowded around the excited man de 
manding to know what had happened. 

"Why they have stolen my horse again, let's go over and take 
theirs in return," said the aroused Hammond. To the metis he told 
a similar story in French, ending his recital with the threat, "For 
that horse I'll have two." Gun in hand, he started angrily for 
the Indian camp closely followed by several of the Benton party 
who were willing to assist him in recovering the missing animal. 

What really happened from that moment onward is shrouded 
in a haze of confused testimony. There is no thoroughly reliable 
account of the massacre and most of the witnesses contradicted 
their own testimony at one time or other. To reconstruct with 
complete accuracy the detailed events at Cypress Hills is impos 
sible, but the main events can be pieced together from the maze 
of evidence. 

Abel Farwell testified later that he sought vainly to restrain 
Hammond, urging caution with the plea that the Indians did 
not have his horse. When this failed to appease the Canadian, 
Farwell volunteered to go into the Indian camp alone to speak 
to Little Soldier. 
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Immediately, he turned toward the Indian camp, hurrying 
through the coulee and across the remaining distance to Little 
Soldier's tent. There, he quizzed the Indian chief about the miss 
ing horse, which Little Soldier insisted had not been stolen but 
was even then grazing on a slight hill some distance beyond Far- 
weirs post. Unhappily, Little Soldier was too drunk to act deci 
sively or to hold his young warriors in check. They at once 
showed resentment at the provocative manner in which the 
white men approached their camp and began abusing the traders 
with taunts and insults. Farwell used every possible device to 
quiet the Indians and get them to listen to reason. Little Soldier 
readily acquiesced, going so far as to offer two of his own horses as 
hostages to Hammond until the missing horse could be recovered. 

Meanwhile, the seeming hostility by the young braves fright 
ened the Benton men. Their apprehension quickly became alarm 
as they discerned the women hurrying away and the men casting 
off their garments in apparent preparation for combat. To pro 
tect themselves, the men crowded into the coulee, which was 
three to eight feet deep and ran within fifty yards of the Indian 
camp. This movement, in turn, prompted Little Soldier and his 
Indians to ask why the white men took such menacing positions. 

At this point, Farwell later claimed, he heard Thomas Hard- 
wick calling from the coulee and ordering him to get out of the 
way or get shot. With a warning to the Indians to scatter, Far- 
well returned to the men in the coulee to plead for sanity. "Would 
you shoot at a party of Indians when there was a white man 
among them?" he asked. 

"If you had come out when you were first told we would have 
had a good shot," answered the sullen Hardwick. 

Farwell then explained Little Soldier's proposition, but the 
men refused to believe his story. They feared his duplicity or, at 
best, his inability to understand the Indian's speech. To play for 
time, Farwell said he would get Alexis Lebompard to confirm his 
story and turned to call his interpreter from the fort. Before he 
could move more than a few steps, he saw George Hammond fire 
into the Indians and a fight immediately broke out. 
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Protected by their cutbank fortress, the whites poured volley 
after volley into the exposed Indians with deadly effect. In spite 
of this, the warriors charged the coulee, only to be repulsed with 
heavy losses. Years later, time had not dimmed John DuvaFs 
memory of the courage and tenacity of Little Soldier's braves: 
"Three times those plucky warriors returned to almost certain 
death." 11 

After their third costly attack, the Indians withdrew to a cou 
lee behind their camp from which they kept up a vigorous fire 
against the whites. To dislodge them from this position, Evans 
and Hard wick mounted their horses and rode to a hill overlook 
ing the Indian stronghold. From this vantage point, the two men 
raked the Indian ranks. 

Instead of fleeing, the Assiniboins executed a flanking move 
ment of their own through a thicket of willows and small trees. 
This maneuver was so effective that Hardwick and Evans were 
immediately in danger and several of the white men rushed to 
their aid. At the head of this rescue party rode Ed Grace, "a 
Canadian of great bravery." His rashness cost him his life, for 
the moment he entered the woods, a concealed Indian sent a 
bullet through his heart. 

Grace's death sobered the Benton party. Soon they withdrew 
to the fort wh,ich commanded a view of the Indian camp and 
from which they laid down a field of fire so effective that it pre 
vented the Indians from returning to their lodges. At nightfall, 
they scattered, giving up their camp and leaving their dead on 
the field. 

From this point onward, Farwell's account is of a saturnalia of 
unrestrained bloodlust and brutality. Little Soldier, too drunk 
to flee, was found hiding in a lodge where he was killed by S. 
Vincent; his head was cut off and mounted on a pole as a grisly 
trophy of victory. Farwell also charged that Indian squaws left 
in the camp were abused and children slain along with adults. 

At dawn, a melancholy scene of death greeted the Benton men 
at the Indian camp. Scattered about by the capricious whims of 
combat lay the pitifully few possessions of the Indians. After 
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burying some of the dead, the while men pulled down the empty 
lodges and burned the abandoned clothing in a great pyre. 12 

Next, they faced the task of burying their own dead. After 
some debate, they decided to place Grace's body under the floor 
of Solomon's fort. Then, to prevent the Indians from later muti 
lating it, they soaked the green logs with coal oil and burned the 
post to the ground. 

That afternoon they resumed their search for the missing 
horses. This time they rode almost straight west into the Whoop- 
Up country, where they hoped to find a party of Bloods alleged 
to be the thieves. Then, too, the Cypress Hills district had sud 
denly become very unhealthy for white men, for only twenty 
miles north lay a large camp of Crees, friends and allies of the 
Assiniboins. 

Some days later they reached Fort Whoop-Up where they 
learned of a camp of Bloods farther west which might shelter 
their stolen property. With more rashness than wisdom they 
rode on to what was nearly a second disaster, for this camp 
turned out to have one-hundred and fifty lodges of well-armed 
and mounted Indians. 

They were greeted with open hostility. Donald Graham's ac 
count of the affair, the only detailed record of this incident, is 
tense with suppressed excitement. With their weapons ready for 
instant use the Indians sullenly welcomed their uninvited guests. 
One young boy rode beside the white men, flexing his bow and 
arrow and repeating again and again, "I know I can kill a white 
man." 

With a courage more apparent than real, the men rode directly 
to the head chiefs tent. Here they found an ancient chief, clad 
in the blue coat of an American soldier but wearing a King 
George medal on his breast. To him they told their story, but 
were much relieved to learn that their horses were not in that 
camp. Had trouble started, Graham and his companions "knew 
that not one of us would get away." 1S 

Without further ceremony or argument, the worried men left 
the camp. Out of sight of the Indians, they spurred their horses 
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and rode hard until nightfall, putting as much distance between 
them and the Bloods as possible. Even then, they mounted a 
strong guard during the night to prevent a surprise attack from 
their late hosts. 

Meanwhile, Farwell and several of the Cypress traders hur 
ried to Benton as rapidly as possible. There, they broke the news 
of the fight and were acclaimed noble frontiersmen who had 
taught the Indians a costly but necessary lesson. 

in 

In the years that followed, Abel FarwelFs account of these 
events was accepted without qualification as an accurate eye 
witness report. However, his story of the decapitation of Little 
Soldier appears to be a fabrication, and other serious problems 
challenge the accuracy and reliability of his testimony. 

Basic to his story is the claim that he honestly played the role 
of peacemaker, seeking to hold in check the passion of murderers. 
But this is open to question, for it was widely known among the 
traders that Farwell could not speak the Indians' language, ex 
cept for the simplest terms used in trading. Lebompard, his in 
terpreter, later testified, "I knew from my relation with Farwell 
and the Indians that he could not understand them." 14 

Far more important is the question of FarwelFs disinterested 
ness. His lack of prejudice is the foundation upon which his 
account rests; up to the present, historians have taken it for 
granted. From the beginning of the controversy, however, Far- 
well faced accusations such as "paid informer," "hired tool," and 
"biased witness." 

These always appeared to be the false charges of men facing 
justice through the testimony of a witness who sacrificed friend 
ship and social status to tell the hard truth, and accounts by 
active participants who testified with a noose about their necks 
are properly suspect. But there is a set of important records 
ignored by historians. 

These are the eyewitness reports of men not involved in the 
actual fighting, but who watched safely from a distance. Their 
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testimony sheds considerable light on the entire affair, especially 
on such moot questions as to which side fired first. Joseph Laver- 
dure, for example, testified that "the Assiniboines fired first, but 
not at the Americans; they fired at random giving out cries of 
contempt or provocation." 15 The Benton men then replied to 
the challenge, thus touching off the fight. 

Another metis witness, Joseph Vital Turcotte, testified in a 
similar vein. "I saw them cross the river to go to the Indian 
camp; they went forward near the coulee; four Indians came 
towards them naked apparently challenging them; the Benton 
party were on foot, as they were going towards the coulee four 
shots were fired by the Indians; almost at the same moment the 
Americans fired." 16 

Even more damaging to FarwelFs reliability is the obvious 
manner in which he altered his story after consulting with his 
employer in Fort Benton. Fellow-trader John Wells reported to 
Ottawa officials shortly after the melee that Farwell "rode to my 
camp to trade and to hire fifty carts to take his goods to Ft. 
Benton. He told me that the Assiniboines had commenced the 
affair, that they had stolen three of their horses and two days 
after this brought back one horse for which they asked to be 
paid in liquor and Farwell said they gave them two gallons." 17 

Whatever the truth about the Cypress Hills incident, its after 
math is clear. News of the fight aroused indignation throughout 
Canada. It came as a climax to a decade of lawlessness in the 
Whoop-Up country and offended the sense of law and order of 
the eastern provinces. The story from Battle Creek, gaining in 
exaggeration and distortion as it spread, hastened the formation 
of a police force to patrol the unoccupied plains north of the 
forty-ninth parallel. Though the Macdonald government had al 
ready introduced a bill in Parliament to organize the Northwest 
Mounted Police, the news from the West reinforced the need for 
immediate action. Public clamor to end the whisky trade from 
Fort Benton and resentment over this invasion of Canadian sov 
ereignty by freebooters and whisky traders strengthened the 
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sinews of Canadian nationalism and touched the raw nerves of 
anti-Americanism, always close to the surface. 

Reports of the affair filtered back to Ottawa by late summer, 
but official investigation of the incident began in Washington. 
In August 1873, letters protesting the outrage reached the De 
partment of Interior from its Indian agents. 18 Since the affair 
had occurred on British soil, the department immediately trans 
ferred the case to Secretary of State Hamilton Fish for action. 
Two days later, Fish dispatched a note with all the available 
evidence to Sir Edward Thornton, British minister in Washing 
ton. 19 

For the next two years, Canadian officials sought the men re 
sponsible for the Cypress Hills fight. Sir John A. Macdonald 
launched the inquiry by instructing Gilbert McMicken, com 
missioner of Dominion police in Winnipeg, to investigate the 
case. McMicken failed to reach Bismarck before the river season 
closed, and his orders were canceled. By the following year, the 
Northwest Mounted Police were organized and took over the 
investigations. 20 

Not until the spring of 1875 were the police able to take action 
on information in their possession. In May, Lieutenant Colonel 
Acheson G. Irvine was commissioned to continue the investiga 
tion by going to Fort Benton to prepare extradition warrants 
for the alleged murderers. Irvine's trip to Fort Benton, up the 
river from Bismarck on the little steamer Fontanelle and then 
across the Indian-infested prairie, opened his eyes to the prob 
lems of law enforcement in the American West. Good fortune 
also led him to find Alexis Lebompard at a little post on the 
Missouri River. Without revealing his real purpose, Irvine em 
ployed the aging plainsman as a guide and from him secured 
considerable valuable information. Lebompard later proved to 
be an important witness in the trials at Helena and Winnipeg. 

Fort Benton merchants greeted the Canadian officer cordially 
and assisted him in his mission. Irvine found the Conrad broth 
ers, Charles and William, valuable sources of information. These 
partners of I. G. Baker, along with the rest of the business com- 
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munity in Fort Benton, were weary of the costly and wasteful 
conflicts disturbing their trade in the Whoop-Up country. They 
had earlier welcomed the arrival of the Mounties as a guarantee 
of peace in that troubled region; now they were determined to 
assist in ridding their community of men who persisted in re 
garding Fort Benton as a frontier fur trading post rather than 
a commercial and financial center. 

Meanwhile, Colonel James F. Macleod, an assistant commis 
sioner in the force, entered Montana from Fort Macleod on a 
similar mission. The two officers were so successful in complet 
ing their case against Evans and his men that on May 7 the 
British minister in Washington requested warrants for their ar 
rest and extradition on charges of murdering the Assiniboin In 
dians two years earlier. Warrants were issued for the arrest of 
John Evans, Thomas Hardwick, Trevanian Hale, John Duval, 
George Bell, Jeff Devereaux, Philander Vogle, George Hammond, 
John McFarland, James Hughes, James Marshall, Charles Smith, 
Charles Harper, and Moses Solomon. 

Federal machinery was set in motion at once to apprehend 
the alleged murderers. Officials in Washington instructed Mon 
tana's territorial governor, B. F. Potts, to cooperate with Can 
adian officers, and United States marshals Charles D. Hard and 
John X. Beidler were sent the same instructions. 

On June 21, 1875, seven of the wanted men were arrested in 
Fort Benton. Local officers, including Sheriff Hale of Chouteau 
County, refused to assist Canadian and federal officials. Fears of 
an aroused public opinion cooled their enthusiasm for coopera 
tion and hopes for continued public favor paralyzed their will to 
act. So the arrests were made by federal marshals assisted by 
army troops stationed at Fort Benton. This unpopular action 
by federal officers increased the tension between local and fed 
eral officials and clearly revealed one of the difficulties of enforc 
ing laws on the American side of the frontier. Under federal 
guard, the men were then transferred to Helena for an extradi 
tion hearing before United States Commissioner W. E. Cullen. 

Public reaction throughout Montana was immediate. The ar- 



WHOOP-UP COUNTRY 

rests aroused intense opposition and touched off demonstrations 
throughout the territory. Causes for this reaction are not dif 
ficult to find, for the arrests violated the accepted view in the 
American West that white men could take the law into their 
own hands against the Indians. Many Montanans also objected 
to the arrests as a use of governmental power to assist the Hud 
son's Bay Company in its efforts to eliminate American compe 
tition from the Whoop-Up country. Independent traders in Fort 
Benton felt keenly on this issue and refused to believe that the 
Canadian government acted in good faith. For many years the 
belief persisted that the Northwest Mounted Police only served 
the interests of the company "in their attempt to monopolize the 
trade of the Northwest." 21 

Deep-seated prejudices came to the surface in this controversy. 
Petitions circulated widely denouncing "British invasion" of 
American rights and picturing the Benton men as innocent vic 
tims of the "Anglo-Canadian Indian pacification policy." Anglo 
phobia had its brief day in Montana as a result of the arrests. 

Always in the foreground of this agitation was a small but 
highly articulate group of Irish Fenians in Fort Benton. "Colo 
nel" John J. Donnelly, lawyer, justice of the peace, and profes 
sional agitator, led the Fenians in their attempt to make a cause 
celebre of the arrests. Donnelly's long record as a Fenian spokes 
man recommended him for this role. The Colonel had already 
led two abortive invasions of Canada, one from Vermont and 
another from Dakota Territory. Now he occupied the stage of 
public clamor for a last moment of glory, preaching hatred of 
neighboring Canada and of her British institutions. 

More important in arousing public fears was the universal 
sentiment that Indian power could only be held in restraint by 
such incidents as that at Cypress Hills. Citizens in the Bozeman 
district, for example, protested the arrest of Evans and his friends 
with the argument that "there is but one way to punish and 
bring to account these savage perpetrators that is, to pursue 
and punish according to their own method of warfare." 22 

Many Montana editors and spokesmen openly defended the 
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massacre. They argued that it was a positive good, insisting that 
it was not a crime but offered a salutary lesson to the red men. 
The editor of the Fort Benton Record summarized this argu 
ment with a pointed question: "if the whites are to be punished 
for protecting their lives against Indians, will they not at once 
renew the hostilities of former years, under the impression that 
no matter what depredations they commit, their victims alone 
will be the sufferers?" 23 If the Cypress Hills incident did noth 
ing else, it exposed the failure of American Indian policy and 
revealed the weakness of a frontier philosophy that argued for 
the rule of law for one segment of the community, while allow 
ing the anarchy of violence for another. 

On July 7, 1875, Commissioner Cullen began the hearings. 
Though excited miners pressed into the crowded courthouse and 
exuberant demonstrations broke out in neighboring saloons and 
filled Helena's streets, Cullen kept his head and refused to be 
stampeded by local prejudice and clamor. 

Much of the best legal talent in the territory matched skills 
in the heat of the packed courtroom. Colonel Wilbur F. Sanders 
presented the Canadian case with vigor and enthusiasm, though 
Merritt C. Page, district attorney and chief prosecutor, appeared 
extremely reluctant to defy the public agitation swirling about 
the court. 

To defend the prisoners, Joseph K. Toole directed a formid 
able battery of lawyers from the firms of Johnston and Toole, 
Chumasero and Chadwick, and Shober and Lowry. Though Ca 
nadian officials appear not to have known it, this selection of law 
yers revealed the political implications of the extradition case, 
for Sanders spoke for a Republican group bitterly opposed to 
the Irish Democrats of Joseph K. Toole. 

Canadian officers applauded Sanders' courage when he de 
nounced the Benton men as "Belly River wolfers, outlaws, smug 
glers, cutthroats, horse thieves and squaw-men." They gave no 
indication, if indeed they ever knew, that much of this was in 
spired by the political motive of discrediting the strong Irish 
Democrats of Fort Benton. Sanders' attack was so effective that 
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five years later in the general elections of 1880, the Benton Dem 
ocrats were still popularly called the "Belly River wolfers" and 
the "Whoop-Up Democrats." They never forgave Sanders for 
his role in the Helena trial and the whiplash of his tongue re 
mained an unpleasant memory for many years. 

Evidence presented in the hearings proved contradictory and 
inconclusive. Abel Farwell, chief witness for the prosecution, told 
a confused story. Evidence from fellow traders implicated Far- 
well in the whisky trading and weakened his testimony by chal 
lenging his character. Commissioner Cullen discharged the pris 
oners on the ground that the Canadian government had not 
presented sufficient proof of an assault with intent to commit 
murder. "It is difficult to believe," said Cullen, "that an impar 
tial jury, whether in the United States or Dominion of Canada, 
would find these defendants guilty upon this testimony of either 
offenses charged against them . , ," 24 

Jubilant crowds greeted the news of Cullen's decision. A torch 
light parade through Helena's main streets expressed their en 
thusiasm, and liquor flowed freely as Mpntanans celebrated the 
return to freedom of their wolfer heroes. 

The Helena trial reached an unexpected anticlimax when local 
officers arrested Colonel James F. Macleod. This farcical turn of 
events came as a result of Jeff Devereaux's charge of false arrest 
against the Canadian officer. Chief Justice D. S. Wade speedily 
dismissed the charge, for Macleod had acted "strictly under or 
ders of his own government and with the approval of the Gov 
ernment of the United States." 25 

Helena's celebration seemed colorless in contrast to the wel 
come Fort Benton lavished upon its returning heroes. "With 
flags flying, band playing and horses prancing," the little frontier 
town devoted an entire day to greeting its ex-prisoners. 

That evening, a mass meeting gathered in Solomon's hall to 
express its enthusiastic pleasure. A carefully selected civic com 
mittee staged the event in a hall "tastefully decorated" with a 
large American flag on which appeared the fighting slogans, 
"Home Once More," and "Didn't Extradite." Beneath Old Glory 
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a crayon drawing of the British lion in full retreat with an Amer 
ican eagle twisting his tail completed the patriotic motif. 

After a few preliminary formalities, Colonel Donnelly harangued 
the audience with an impassioned speech. The happy purpose of 
greeting Fort Benton's heroes quickly disappeared in a welter 
of denunciations, particularly against the federal and Canadian 
authorities arranging the arrests. "But for the official clothed in 
a little brief authority, who would thus trample upon the rights 
of American citizens for the gratification of a Canadian police 
man," roared the Fenian, "I have no language sufficiently strong 
to express my contempt." 26 

Feeling ran high in the river town for many months. Many 
citizens treated Farwell with "silent contempt" as an informer 
and a "hired witness." On at least one occasion, the trader re 
ceived a letter threatening physical violence. Soon he moved 
north of the border where employment with the Canadian gov 
ernment relieved much of the tension of life in Fort Benton. John 
Evans, on the other hand, quickly capitalized on his unexpected 
popularity. With an eye for business opportunity, the "Chief" 
opened his own establishment in Fort Benton, the "Extradition 
Saloon." 

IV 

Fort Benton's enthusiasm quickly turned to dismay as news 
reached the town that three more of the Cypress Hills partic 
ipants faced trial in Canada. There, the Mounted Police arrested 
Philander Vogle, George M. Bell, and James Hughes for the 
"wanton and atrocious slaughter of peaceable and inoffensive 
people." 

At once, the Fort Benton Record seized upon the arrests to 
launch a new crusade. With little restraint the editor denounced 
the Canadian government for its "secret hearings" followed by 
the quiet removal of the men to Fort Garry, "away from their 
witnesses and all intercourse with their friends." This treatment, 
he charged, was a "modern star chamber" and an insult to the 
American people who were told by the Canadians that "the evi- 
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dence upon which a conscientious American juror refused to 
commit, was more than sufficient to convict an American in 
Canada. 55 27 

The atmosphere in Winnipeg argued for a judicial treatment 
of the evidence. Far removed from the excitements and tensions 
of the frontier the Queen's court administered justice without 
the pressure of public clamor. On October 13, 1875, with Chief 
Justice C. J. Wood presiding, the court presented bills of indict 
ment against the prisoners and committed them to trial. 

The Fort Benton men, however, faced a discouraging situa 
tion in Winnipeg. Over a thousand miles from their homes and 
without a penny to finance their defense, they turned to James 
Wickes Taylor, the American consul, for advice. Taylor's atti 
tude, though formally correct, did little to encourage them to 
hope for strong support. Soon they sought aid from their distant 
friends in Montana. Through published pleas and in private cor 
respondence they told of their plight and implored financial as 
sistance. 

Wisely, they directed most of their pleas to John Evans. Nor 
did the Benton saloonkeeper disappoint them. He wrote assur 
ances that their old friends would assist them and, good as his 
word, he soon collected nearly four hundred dollars for the de 
fense. Since the lawyer's fees alone promised to exceed five hun 
dred dollars, this was far from adequate, but the resourceful 
Evans promised that further aid was on the way. 

Behind the scenes, moreover, events conspired to assist the 
prisoners. Taylor, whose first reaction was one of cool formality, 
now became convinced that the men actually had a strong case 
which justice demanded must be presented as effectively as pos 
sible. The Benton men could hardly have found a more able or 
influential advocate. Judicial in temperament, scholarly in tastes, 
and universally respected throughout Canada, Taylor was in a 
splendid position to organize their defense. 

To argue their case, the American consul immediately secured 
the services of S. C. Biggs, a prominent Winnipeg barrister. Then 
he turned his energies to unearthing every scrap of evidence for 
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his superiors in Washington. From these investigations, Taylor 
soon decided that the "massacre" was in reality a "frontier fight" 
in which the Indians, as well as the whites, shared the guilt. "It 
ought not be called a massacre," concluded the consul. More 
over, he became increasingly alarmed that "serious international 
complications" would arise from the trial. 28 

In Washington, State Department officials shared Taylor's 
concern. Though the department "made every effort to relieve 
the prisoners by application through the British Minister," it 
quickly realized that the key to their defense rested with the 
eyewitnesses in Fort Benton. Unfortunately, these witnesses were 
also under indictment for the same crime and refused to testify 
in Winnipeg unless granted assurances of "safe conduct" and 
immunity from arrest while in Canada. These the Canadian gov 
ernment, for obvious reasons, could not grant. 29 

Taylor despaired of organizing a case without these vital wit 
nesses. The State Department strongly supported the Winnipeg 
consul, arguing to the British government that a fair trial for 
these American citizens was impossible without them. 30 Because 
of the representations of the department and the arguments of 
Taylor, the chief justice postponed the trial until the following 
June while their efforts continued to secure evidence for the de 
fense. Ungraciously and quite falsely, the Fort Benton Record 
greeted the news of the postponement as another proof of British 
injustice in which the men were to be held in prison yet another 
year before coming to trial. 

Taylor's worries grew as he sought to prepare the defense. He 
suggested a commission appointed by the Canadian government 
to secure depositions from the absent witnesses. His hopes soared 
when J. H. Cameron introduced a bill into the Canadian House 
of Commons authorizing such a commission. The Cameron bill 
had its first reading on February 23 and its second reading on 
March 3; then it was referred to the committee on private bills 
where it quietly died. 

The consul now feared that the Canadian government would 
demand a conviction because its Indian policy in the West re- 
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quired a token punishment to impress its Indian wards. "I am 
full of apprehension," he wrote Washington, "The authorities 
propose holding a treaty with the Indians in the vicinity of 
Cypress Hills this summer and hope for a favorable result of 
their negotiations, if the prisoners are condemned to death . . . 
Their danger is that they may be sacrificed from considerations 
of government policy/* 31 

By early June, Taylor confessed to Hamilton Fish by telegram 
that he despaired, "waiting from day to day for a favorable turn 
of events." This shift in fortune came in an unexpected fashion 
when James McKay, prominent Scotch half-breed and a mem 
ber of the provincial government, volunteered to assist the de 
fense. Moreover, when the case came to trial, McKay testified 
that he knew Little Soldier and his band of Assiniboins as "In 
dians who would rob, pillage and murder if they had the oppor 
tunity." S2 

When the trial convened on June 0, 1876, Taylor's hopes had 
revived. Within three days these hopes were fully justified by 
a turn of events that undermined the Crown case and led to the 
acquittal of the prisoners. 

Along with Farwell, the government brought eight witnesses 
to the trial, four metis and four Indians. These witnesses, every 
one believed, were brought to support Farwell's testimony. Before 
their appearance, however, they visited a priest who cautioned 
them to tell the truth under their sacred oath. The surprising 
result of these interviews was that only one metis and one Indian 
testified for the prosecution while three of the witnesses, though 
brought to Winnipeg at great government expense, testified for 
the defense, 

On June 3, Taylor telegraphed Washington, "Bell, Hughes 
and Vogle acquitted . . . Testimony of informer Farwell not 
fully supported by other witnesses for prosecution. Please inform 
governor of Montana." 8S 

Chief Justice Wood concluded the trial with a charge to the 
jury which comprised the most thoughtful summary of the Cy 
press Hills affair. While there was no evidence that the men had 
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participated in murder, said the judge, there was no justification 
for the fight in the conduct of the Indians. Whisky was the real 
culprit and this fight was another of its fearful effects upon the 
western Indians. 

Though the chief justice did not emphasize it, more than the 
guilt or innocence of three individual frontiersmen was on trial in 
the Winnipeg court. Under indictment was a frontier society 
which tolerated the sale of whisky to the Indians and encouraged 
violence against tfyeni when disagreements arose. 

James Wickes Taylor suggested other interesting aspects of 
the affair in his analysis for State Department officials. He was 
convinced by the evidence that T. C. Power and Company had 
imposed upon the Canadian government and that their em 
ployee, Abel Farwell, was the "instrument of a scheme which 
proved entirely successful," a scheme "to misrepresent what was 
an ordinary Indian fight, as an outrage by the whites, and by 
criminal prosecutions, to exclude competition from the Cypress" 
Hills in the trade for buffalo robes." S4 "His testimony in the ex 
tradition proceedings at Helena was impeached and I have no 
doubt that he perjured himself." 35 

As important as the trial itself was its aftermath. The tradi 
tion quickly developed in the Canadian West that the men re 
ceived "very strict sentences." 36 Thus, the police won the esteem 
and friendship of the Indians, who were convinced that the 
Queen's justice fell equally upon the red and white. Curiously, 
not only is this tradition of severe punishment false, but the men 
actually considered demanding indemnities from the Canadian 
government for their long incarceration. 

Not until 1882 did the Cypress Hills case reach its legal end. 
In March of that year, the Canadian government dismissed the 
indictments against all the Fort Benton wolfers. "It seems a long 
time to have waited," Taylor wrote Evans, "but I have had to 
overcome a great amount of prejudice in this case, but 'all's well 
that ends well'." 37 
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4iN 1869 the ancient and honorable Hudson's Bay 
Company transferred to the government of Canada its title to 
the vast preserve granted in its charter of 1670 and known as 
Rupert's Land. This real estate transaction of nearly 2,300,000 
square miles, exceeding in size and rivaling in importance the 
more famous Louisiana Purchase, deeply stirred Canadians with 
its promise of greatness for their homeland. An Imperial procla 
mation transformed the infant Dominion from a struggling state 
with only a tenuous foothold in the heartland to a continental 
power whose empire was soon to reach the Pacific. 

But alarming reports poured into Ottawa from the newly ac 
quired region. Indians were restless and half-breeds fearful of 
their future under the new administration. For more than two 
centuries the paternalistic Hudson's Bay Company had looked 
after their interests. What would be their fate now that Cana 
dian politicians were in control? 

Lurid stories of American free traders, dealing in whisky and 
guns, shocked eastern Canadians. Powerful armies of freeboot 
ers ensconced in heavily armed forts were invading Canadian ter 
ritory and making a mockery of its recent transfer to Canadian 
sovereignty. These armed invaders were already within her gates; 
what if Fenian armies, trained and armed in a tolerant United 
States, joined them? In the face of such apparent threats, could 
Canada ignore any longer her new West without risking her 
dream of a continental empire? 
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Patriotism, humanitarianism, and economic interest demanded 
that these free-trading invaders be brought to heel. Hudson's 
Bay officials, worried by serious inroads into their Indian trade; 
missionaries, shocked by the brutality and wantonness of whisky 
traders; and explorers, disturbed by the knowledge that this vast 
region was in fact a derelict territory without law or symbol of 
authority all urged immediate action by the Canadian gov 
ernment. 

Anxious men pondered possible solutions. Captain Butler, new 
ly returned from the West, confirmed reports of unrest and law 
lessness and advised prompt action by the federal government 
to make real its legal title to the land. Civil government similar 
to that in India should be created and a "well equipped force of 
from 100 to 150, one-third to be mounted" must be sent out at 
once, he warned Ottawa officials. 1 

Colonel Patrick Robertson-Ross returned from the Whoop-Up 
country with similar conclusions. Reporting faithfully informa 
tion gleaned at Hudson's Bay trading posts, Robertson-Ross in 
formed the government that life and property were not safe on 
the western plains. Unless a military force was at once dispatched 
to protect company posts, a disaster seemed imminent. Military 
posts must be stretched across the plains from Manitoba to the 
Rockies and 550 mounted riflemen were required to restore order. 

Exaggeration marked many of these reports. Fears of Indian 
troubles, loss of trade by the Hudson's Bay Company, and mis 
leading hearsay reports combined to paint a picture which was 
neither faithful to the facts nor credible to those who knew the 
contemporary West. When interviewed in Ottawa following his 
surveying trip through the Whoop-Up country in 1872, Sanford 
Fleming faced questions by Mennonite leaders regarding safety 
of persons on the plains. He answered them by claiming that the 
only weapon he had carried was a small pocketknife with a blade 
at one end and a corkscrew at the other. His only regret, he said, 
was that he had used only one end of this insignificant weapon, 
and that not often enough! 

Nor were Ottawa officials stampeded into sending costly mili- 
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tary expeditions into the West as many alarmists urged. "The 
Government/' wrote Alexander Campbell to Lieutenant Gover 
nor Morris at Winnipeg, "after a full consideration believe that 
the state of affairs in the North West is not of so grave a char 
acter as to warrant them in incurring so heavy an expense as the 
measures you suggest would involve.' 5 2 

Sir John A. Macdonald and his colleagues viewed this prob 
lem in its larger continental perspective. To send a considerable 
military force to the West would be unwise, not only because 
the Canadian government was too hard pressed financially to 
underwrite such an expedition, but also because the neighboring 
republic would view such an adventure with great suspicion, 
Anglo-American relations were at low ebb in the years following 
the Civil War and deep resentment still rankled in Washington 
over Britain's friendly policy toward the Southern Confederacy 
in spite of the recent Treaty of Washington which did so much 
to clear the diplomatic atmosphere. It would hardly be politic, 
now that Anglo-American relations were on a steadier course, to 
make a show of force along that long, unguarded boundary pass 
ing through the Whoop-Up country. Americans, lacking the polit 
ical sophistication to distinguish Canadian policy from British 
imperialism, were certain to object vigorously. Indeed, these 
fears were confirmed, for when news reached Washington that 
Ottawa proposed to send a corps of "Mounted Rifles" to the West, 
opposition quickly appeared. Discreetly, Macdonald changed the 
name of Ms force to Mounted Police. 

On April 8, 1873, Sir John announced his government's inten 
tion to submit a bill "for the establishment of a Police Force in 
the North-West Territories." He gave no hint, nor could he have 
foreseen, that with this act, and the handful of scarlet-clad police 
men it authorized, the Canadian government would successfully 
challenge two centuries of North American frontier tradition that 
lawlessness was an inevitable accompaniment of settlement and 
that Indians must always suffer despoliation, demoralization, 
and destruction at the hands of the civilization builders. 

Hardly had the government announced its plans when news 
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of the bloody frontier fight at Cypress Hills broke with a fury 
in eastern newspapers. Storms of protest swept through Canada 
when exaggerated accounts described the fight as a bloodthirsty 
assault of whisky-sodden American frontiersmen upon innocent 
and defenseless Indians. No further argument was necessary; a 
police force must be sent west as quickly as possible. 

An Order in Council on August 30, 1873, brought the North 
west Mounted Police force to life. Six divisions of fifty men, 
under the command of a commissioner, each with a superintend 
ent, an inspector, and two sub-inspectors, made up the comple 
ment. This modest force was expected to carry out an assignment 
that many observers, sympathetic as well as hostile, believed 
would require an army of considerable size. 

Stamping out the notorious whisky traffic was only one im 
mediate purpose of the newly created force. Boundaries must be 
patrolled, customs collected, smuggling halted, and possible Fen 
ian invasions checked. Beyond these immediate objectives, the 
police must gain the confidence and respect of savage plains 
Indians while guiding them through the painful transition from 
a nomadic way of life to a sedentary reservation existence. All 
this must be done without the bloodshed and tragedy that marked 
Indian policy south of the boundary. A great heartland empire 
must be conquered for law and order so that the steel of the 
Pacific Railway could push westward unmolested by hostile 
tribes and the way cleared for permanent settlers to move in 
without fear or danger. 

In view of the magnitude of this assignment, there was con 
siderable truth in the Honorable Frank Oliver's observation: 
"Ordinarily speaking, no more wildly impossible undertaking was 
ever staged than the establishment of Canadian authority and 
Canadian law throughout the western prairies by a handful of 
mounted police.'* 3 

II 

To write a law was easy; to create the police force it authorized 
was another matter. Slowly, even painfully, the new organiza- 
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tion took shape, recruiting its manpower and procuring its equip 
ment. Numerous delays frustrated optimistic ambitions to field 
a force speedily as some men failed to measure up to the rigor 
ous requirements and supplies sometimes proved faulty or in 
adequate. 4 

Not until October, moreover, did the members of the force 
learn the name of their first permanent commissioner. Then the 
government announced that the task of guiding the Mounties 
during their formative years was the heavy responsibility of 
Lieutenant Colonel George Arthur French, inspector of artillery 
and warlike stores. Possessed of a stern, even unyielding will and 
a driving energy, the new commissioner quickly revealed a single- 
minded devotion to the welfare of the infant organization. Un 
happily, he also revealed an infinite capacity to irritate politi 
cians with his unbending rectitude and undiplomatic disregard 
for political sensitivities. Within a year, policy decisions were 
made in Ottawa without French's knowledge and his reports 
were soon marked by caustic comments. "Being kept in entire 
ignorance of the policy of the Government, relative to the em 
ployment or distribution of the Force, I am quite at a loss to un 
derstand ... I do not see how the intentions of the Govern 
ment are to be carried out," complained the commissioner. 5 

With relentless energy, Commissioner French whipped his re 
cruits into a police force. But not until July 8, 1874, were the six 
divisions sufficiently trained and equipped to depart from Fort 
Dufferin, Manitoba, for the Whoop-Up country. 

Meanwhile, western Indians were prepared for their arrival by 
the Reverend John McDougall. Under instructions from the gov 
ernment, the missionary informed the Blackf eet that the Queen's 
police were soon to arrive to protect them from the rapacious 
American traders. He told the Indians, moreover, that the 
Mounted Police did not expect them to become military allies 
but only to greet them with a "friendly eye." 

Far to the west of Fort Dufferin lay the lawless region the 
police were pledged to conquer. Eight hundred miles of virtually 
unknown land separated them from their goal and their ignor- 
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ance of the country into which they rode matched its spacious 
distances. Years later Sir Cecil Denny recalled, "It is curious 
today to remember what a vague idea we really had of the long 
journey before us . . ." 6 

Policemen, both officers and men, were inexperienced in plains 
life and innocent of its simplest facts. With half-breed guides 
whose knowledge of the country ended at the Cypress Hills and 
with horses and equipment ill adapted to the plains, the force 
suffered great hardship and distress. In Fort Benton, westerners 
who followed their painful progress across the plains through re 
ports brought in by Indians were appalled by the succession of 
blunders that marked their course. And they marveled at the 
raw courage which kept the column slowly moving westward 
along a trail strewn with broken carts and abandoned animals. 

Never before in western history had such a force challenged 
the Great Plains. Shadowy, unseen Blackfoot scouts silently 
watched the strange cavalcade as it fought its way through an 
unknown and hostile land. Their reports puzzled old chiefs and 
stirred the hot blood of young warriors eager for the kill. Who 
were these red-coated invaders and what was their purpose? 
Gleaming lances and creaking artillery argued that this was a 
white man's war party, intent upon fighting. Were the Queen's 
"pony soldiers" then no different from the blue-coated "Long 
Knives"? If this was true, what was the meaning of the plows, 
mowing machines, and cattle? What were these men really up 
to? Who were these men who knew so little of the country that 
their horses starved while they were forced to make dry camps, 
unable to find water? 

Indian misgivings were more than matched by the exaggera 
tions and half-truths believed by the police. They were so inex 
perienced that their first sight of Indians, a roving band of Sioux, 
was exciting though disillusioning. "They were a very dirty lot, 
and did not give us a high opinion of western Indians," recalled 
Captain Denny. 7 This opinion of the noble savage was further 
strengthened after a few stops at abandoned Indian camp sites. 
Soon the police learned to avoid these spots, for the Indians al- 
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ways left lice, and lice were no respecters of persons, enjoying 
the pleasures of a scarlet-clad host as much as they had their 
former savage habitation. 

Other surprises awaited the eastern tenderfeet. The guides 
proved so incompetent that the force wasted valuable time find 
ing passages around sloughs and lakes and seeking suitable fords 
across rivers. Inadequate maps further plagued the expedition 
so that by mid-August there was real danger that they might 
not reach their destination before snowfall. If that happened, the 
whole expedition might be lost. Horses and oxen died for want 
of forage, violent thunderstorms caused stampedes, and prairie 
fires awed the men with the fury of their vast destruction as 
flames raced wildly ahead of roaring prairie winds. 

This inexperience in western ways led to blunder after blunder, 
causing costly delays and unnecessary hardships for the men. 
Equally disturbing was their ignorance of the real character of 
the assignment which awaited them. Lurid stories of Indian mas 
sacres stimulated many fears as the men half expected each new 
rise of land to reveal hordes of savages ready to descend upon 
them. When a scout from Fort Benton joined the cavalcade on 
August 1, his stories of Blackfoot depredations and of the 
whisky traders' strength further misled them. 

From the lowest ranking sub-constable to the commissioner 
himself, the police grossly overestimated the number and power 
of the whisky traders and their hold upon the Whoop-Up coun 
try. Most fully expected to fight pitched battles with the des 
peradoes to wrest from them the land which was properly Can 
ada's. The picture of hordes of depraved men, armed to the teeth 
and determined to hold the country at all costs, had been ac 
cepted in the East as an accurate picture, and the police shared 
it. Much to the embarrassment of the Mounties, the image per 
sisted in the East even after it proved to be false. 

Commissioner French shared these miscalculations. He was so 
misled that he actually related as true a story that the traders 
at Fort Whoop-Up had captured their two cannon from the 
United States Army. He reported to Ottawa that these men were 
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so powerful that they had assaulted an army column, looting it 
of military supplies and equipment. With the commissioner writ 
ing such stories to the government, it is not difficult to under 
stand the atmosphere of rumor and suppressed excitement that 
settled upon the column as it approached the dreaded Whoop- 
Up country in early September. 

By early September, the caravan was indeed in the Whoop-Up 
country, but where were the hundreds of whisky traders? And 
where were the rivers that flowed into the South Saskatchewan 
on their maps? But most of all, where was Fort Whoop-Up, their 
prime target? 

in 

The fact is, the police were lost. Worse still, grass was so poor 
that horses and oxen were starving and rations for the men were 
desperately low. Two expeditions were sent forward along the 
river to find Fort Whoop-Up, but both returned with no infor 
mation. Colonel P. Robertson-Ross, whose report was filled with 
inaccuracies, had carelessly reported that the whisky fort lay at 
the junction of the Bow and Belly rivers, when he should have 
placed it at the Oldman and St. Mary rivers. Frustrated, hun 
gry, cold, and lost, the force was in a serious situation, though 
they were less than seventy-five miles from Fort Whoop-Up and 
only a few miles from the heavily traveled Whoop-Up Trail. 

Commissioner French was bitterly disappointed. With caustic 
irony he described the country around them: "And so we were 
at last at our journey's end, the Bow and Belly rivers, where 
there was supposed to be such luxuriant pasturage; according 
to most accounts, a perfect Garden of Eden, climate milder than 
Toronto etc. As far as our experience goes that vicinity for at 
least sixty or seventy miles in every direction is little better 
than a desert, not a tree to be seen anywhere, ground parched 
and poor, and wherever there was a little swamp it was destroyed 
by the buffalo." 8 

Now another concern suddenly appeared. Snow fell on Septem 
ber 9 as a grim warning of the approach of winter and ice formed 
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on small ponds to remind French and his men that the northern 
Great Plains had other, and worse, hazards in store for them. 
Horses and oxen were in pitiable condition and only the high 
morale of the men kept them stubbornly moving on. A week's 
rest was what the men and animals sorely needed, reported 
French, but "in reality the Force had to leave there as quickly 
as possible to prevent their being actually starved to death 
. . J" 9 Misinformation, inexperience, and ignorance had nearly 
wrecked the expedition. 

Painfully the weary column dropped down to Three Buttes 
along the international boundary. There they hoped to find shel 
ter, grass, and food caches left by the boundary survey parties. 
But French needed help. His force required supplies and he 
sought accurate information. Accompanied by Assistant Com 
missioner James F. Macleod and a small party, he headed for 
Fort Benton for assistance. 

Fort Benton warmly welcomed the Canadian police. Benton- 
ites were curious to see these easterners whose passage across the 
plains they had followed through Indian eyes. Benton society 
always greeted eastern dignitaries eagerly and the Mounties now 
sampled for the first time the hospitality of wealthy merchant 
families of the river city. 

At last, French and Macleod secured reliable information of 
the Whoop-Up country. From Benton merchants, particularly 
the Baker and Conrad families, they learned of the character of 
the whisky trade, the potentialities of the region, and the effect 
of their appearance upon the whisky traffic. They were surprised 
to discover that they were camped at West Butte, only a few 
miles from the great overland highway which led directly to Fort 
Whoop-Up. 

More important for future planning was the memorandum 
prepared from information furnished by I. G. Baker, one of the 
best informed and most reliable members of the Fort Benton 
community. Carefully, and in considerable detail, the Benton 
trader briefed the policemen about their country north of the 
forty-ninth parallel. 
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With considerable surprise the officers learned that their ex 
pedition had already struck a deadly blow at the whisky traders, 
though they had yet to see one of the rascals. "The effect of the 
expedition/' reported Baker, "was sudden and decisive: com 
pletely paralysing the trade . . ." The merchant also confirmed 
the demoralizing effect of the traffic upon the Indians, but added 
that the whisky smugglers had also ruined legitimate trade in 
the region. 

Equally surprising was Baker's advice that only "fifty men 
would be sufficient to guard the Hoopup country. Six armed men 
could go anywhere." This revelation began the realistic educa 
tion of the police as to the actual character of their problem. 
Fears of a series of military engagements gradually faded as the 
facts came into clearer focus. But Baker also warned that the 
force, though small, must remain. "If the Force is withdrawn 
from the Hoopup country, affairs there will be worse than ever. 
The U.S. Marshal has been active in trying to stop the whiskey 
traffic; but is unable to suppress it alone, owing to the facility of 
crossing the border." 

Thus armed with accurate knowledge of the country, the of 
ficers completed their mission by securing supplies and com 
petent guides. Purchasing food and equipment proved simple 
enough, for Benton merchants eagerly sought the police con 
tracts. In fact, one enterprising Yankee trader had already 
packed his traps, headed north to Three Buttes, and was even 
then selling food, especially sugar and syrup, to the hungry 
troopers. His prices seemed outrageous to the policemen, and in 
deed they were, for John Glenn reaped a modest fortune from 
charging what the traffic would bear. In a few days, however, 
I. G. Baker's bulltrain was creaking northward heavily loaded 
with food and supplies for men and animals, and the crisis at 
Three Buttes was passed. Not until later did the police learn 
that they had also relieved a crisis in Benton, for their contracts 
lifted the river merchants from depression into prosperity. 

Equal success marked their efforts to find competent guides. 
Again the police followed the advice of the I. G. Baker Company 
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and hired the half-breed scout Jerry Potts, whose colorful career 
recommended him as a plainsman thoroughly versed in the ways 
of the West. No one then would have predicted that Potts was 
soon to become a legend with the force and a hero throughout 
Canada. To Bentonites, Potts was only one of many frontiers 
men whose skills, courage, and toughness had pulled him through 
many a tight spot. To the police, unacquainted with this reck 
less breed of men, Jerry Potts came to symbolize infallible judg 
ment on the trail and uncanny wisdom in plains lore. Accompa 
nied by Potts and Charles Conrad of the Baker firm, the police 
returned northward to complete their assignment. 

October 1 was an important day for the Mounties, for they 
met their first whisky traders. But if they expected to find heav 
ily armed desperadoes, they were disappointed. The bulltrain 
moving down the trail to Fort Benton to bring in the year's har 
vest of robes and pelts was commanded by traders whose appear 
ance was singularly normal. Moreover, careful search failed to 
reveal any liquor, though the police were rightly convinced that 
whisky had been the chief item used to secure the robes from 
the Indians. 

Eight days later the police reached notorious Fort Whoop-Up, 
seat of the whisky trade and home of its infamous managers. 
Here at last was the major objective of their long trek across the 
plains and hearts beat faster as they scanned its wooden walls. 
Flying above its bastion was a homemade American flag, as if 
to defy these Canadian troopers. But a strange stillness pre 
vailed. Perhaps it was only that scores of men were even then 
silently picking their scarlet-clad targets to begin the defense 
that rumor had said they would make against the police. 

Methodically the police prepared for combat, giving their 
weapons a final check and wheeling their fieldpieces into posi 
tion. But Jerry Potts, accompanied by Major Macleod, con 
tinued to ride toward the main gate in a casual manner which 
argued he either was rash to the point of lunacy or knew more 
than the police about Fort Whoop-Up. 

The half-breed guide, of course, was right. Instead of a hail of 

88 



LAW IN SCARLET TUNICS 

bullets and stiff resistance, the police were greeted by a virtually 
abandoned post. Only Dave Akers and a few squaws comprised 
the garrison of this formidable bastion of lawlessness. D. W. 
Davis, in charge of the post for the Benton traders, was tem 
porarily absent. Akers, with a hospitality that somewhat discon 
certed the tense policemen, invited them to stay for dinner. And 
a good dinner it proved to be. 

Thus Fort Whoop-Up was conquered. Without the firing of a 
shot, this infamous den of iniquity, this nest of villains and de 
praved wretches had fallen. The brave men who had expected a 
bitter fight were welcomed with a feast. What kind of a country 
was this? 

IV 

Quickly the news spread throughout North America. Law had 
come to Whoop~Up. Most of the whisky traders furtively poured 
their whisky into creeks and quietly returned to Fort Benton 
to take up other activities. Those few who ignored the warnings 
of their fellow traders were soon arrested and heavily fined. A 
new era had opened in the Canadian West while the old lingered 
south of the line. 

In eastern states and provinces, meanwhile, newspapers circu 
lated wild reports about the fate of the police. Rumors of death 
and destruction filtered back as the force marched westward. 
Some papers pictured the force as a shattered remnant of the 
proud cavalcade that had marched out for Fort Dufferin, now 
lying helpless in the heart of the Indian country and faced with 
disaster. Opposition papers in Canada, hoping to discredit this 
adventure of the Macdonald government, poured criticism upon 
the politicians and police officers responsible for a fiasco in which 
lives and money had been wasted. Unfair and untrue as these 
reports were, they hit the government where it hurt and made 
the police extremely sensitive to criticism. 

Gradually, however, the true story was learned. With the 
growing knowledge of what had actually happened, a new ver 
sion of the westward march appeared. This interpretation pic- 
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tured the expedition as an unprecedented conquest of an un 
known land, in which the Mounties had done what no one had 
ever attempted before. This view soon hardened into the tradi 
tion that the police were the true pioneers of the plains. 

Sometimes versions appeared which added curious details. By 
1883 one widely repeated story pictured the police as greeted by 
hordes of grateful Blackfeet who, with the Reverend John Mc- 
Dougall at their head, formed a cordon to welcome the scarlet- 
clad warriors and protect them from the enraged whisky traders. 

The achievements of the westward march, like the epics of 
ancient Greece, suffered distortion by false legends and unbeliev 
able exaggerations. The great accomplishment was not in blazing 
a trail across the plains. This had already been done by hundreds 
of men, women, and children, both whites and metis. Eastern 
Canadians were innocent of any knowledge of the plains and 
quickly ascribed uniqueness to events new to their national ex 
perience. Captain James L. Fisk had previously led four expedi 
tions across the northern plains along routes lying only a few 
miles south of that followed by the police. Hundreds of gold- 
seekers had followed these northern overland routes while Bound 
ary Commission parties, comprising both Canadians and Amer 
icans, had passed through the Whoop-Up country without 
suffering hardship or risking disaster. 

Exaggerated estimates of police achievements on the western 
trail annoyed many westerners. The Reverend John McDougall, 
who was certainly a stout friend of the police, was finally moved 
to rebuke Colonel William D. Jarvis for misinterpreting the sig 
nificance of the westward march. In his reminiscences the mis 
sionary recalls that on one occasion Colonel Jarvis regaled him 
with "a very fiery description" of the journey from the Red 
River into the West. 

Finally, this western man of God could stand it no longer. 
"Colonel," said McDougall, "nine or ten miles north of Edmon 
ton there dwells, when at home, a French half-breed who, when 
the spring comes, will load his carts with his winter's trade and 
catch of furs and pemmican, and, with his wife and children, will 
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take the trail you came by, crossing all the streams you crossed. 
In due time he will reach Fort Garry; then he will sell his furs 
and robes, and purchase his fresh supply of goods and articles of 
trade, load these onto his carts, turn his face westward, recross 
all the streams, now at their highest, reach his home north of 
Edmonton, put up several stacks of hay, fix up his winter quar 
ters, mend his carts and harness, and having carefully stored his 
goods, he and his family with the same horses and carts will 
cross the Saskatchewan and travel out from two to three hun 
dred miles on the plains, make a big turn through the country, 
run buffalo etc. . . . And still it is not yet winter, and thus this 
native has travelled about three times the distance you and your 
party did, Colonel; and they had no government behind them, 
and what they have done is a common occurrence in this West 
ern country." 

"It is needless to say," concluded McDougall, "that the Colo 
nel saw the point, and we heard no more about the greatness of 
the feat of crossing the plain on an old trail in a summer's 
time." 10 

The true glory of the expedition lay in its transformation from 
a force of inexperienced recruits into a hardened command, ca 
pable of continuing the march despite every hardship and dis 
comfort. Here was the first great testing of the quality of the 
Northwest Mounted Police, and they passed it proudly. With 
this victory over themselves, they created an esprit de corps 
that became the hallmark of the force. And they securely laid 
the foundations of a tradition that still sustains the organization. 

v 

In the busy months that followed the capture of Fort Whoop- 
Up, the police established the rule of law throughout the entire 
region. Relentlessly, they cleaned out the remaining whisky posts 
and sent the traders hurrying south with the news that the free 
and easy days were over. By October, the construction of Fort 
Macleod was well along and out of this post, patrols ranged far 
and wide. From this strategic site on an island in the Oldman 
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River, the police controlled the trail north to the Bow River 
country and south to the boundary. 

When Commissioner French departed for the new headquar 
ters at Fort Pelly, he left Assistant Commissioner James Farqu- 
harson Macleod to command the police in the Whoop-Up coun 
try. Trained in law, Macleod possessed the legal knowledge and 
experience essential to his task. At the same time, he brought to 
his post the military experience so important to the success of a 
frontier commander. 

On top of this, Macleod possessed tact, humor, and good judg 
ment. These qualities assured his popularity and commanded re 
spect, in Ottawa as in the West. Much of the initial success of 
the Mounties in their early years on the plains was the reflection 
of the energy, ability, and spirit of this popular officer. 

During December and January, Macleod proudly claimed the 
"entire suppression of the liquor traffic" in his reports to French. 
Most of the traders simply vanished. The high profits were gone 
now that the scarlet riders enforced the laws. Many stayed in 
the country to enter legitimate enterprises and some became 
close friends of the police. "In spite of all we had heard against 
them," later wrote Captain Denny, "we found them a very de 
cent lot of men." ia - 

But disturbing reports began to reach Macleod from the Rev 
erend John McDougall at Morleyville. Not all the traders had 
abandoned their business, for there remained a handful of des 
perate men whose careers in crime placed them irrevocably out 
side the law wherever they lived. And there were others who 
hoped the police would prove as inept and irresolute as their 
opposite numbers across the international boundary. 

One such trader was J. D. Weatherwax of the firm of Wetzel 
and Weatherwax, a leading Benton business house. McDougall 
quietly informed Macleod that Weatherwax, through partners, 
continued to operate whisky posts on the Bow River. Confiden 
tial agents in Fort Benton confirmed this, though Weatherwax 
himself was conducting a legitimate trade near Fort Macleod. 
Here was a big catch and Macleod cursed the severe weather 
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and the shortage of horses that prevented an immediate raid on 
the Bow River posts. But he promised his superior at Fort Pelly 
that as soon as builtrains brought the illegally purchased robes 
down the trail to Port Macleod, he would act. 12 

Before the policeman could secure direct evidence to confirm 
McDougalFs charges, two wagons suddenly appeared with robes 
consigned to Weatherwax. The assistant commissioner decided 
to act anyway, hoping that direct evidence could be secured 
from the teamsters or from the Indian victims. He therefore 
issued a summons for Weatherwax and his partner Berry to ap 
pear. At the same time, he ordered Inspector Winder to confis 
cate all of Weatherwax's robes and equipment. 

Weatherwax was furious. Vehemently, he denied any connec 
tion with the whisky trade, claiming he had sold trading goods 
to Berry in a legitimate business transaction. "Waxey," as Ms 
Benton friends called him, protested that his firm possessed no 
contraband whisky, though he suspected that the absent Berry 
might be guilty of an illicit trade with the Indians. Berry, how 
ever, could not be found and Macleod was forced to release 
Weatherwax for the moment. 

Weatherwax's freedom was short-lived. In a few days a crest 
fallen Indian appeared before the assistant commissioner charg 
ing that he had been victimized by whisky traders on the Bow 
River. Bitterly, he complained that he had traded his robes for 
only three cups of whisky and his horse had fetched only eight. 
Like so many other Indians, he concluded once he was sober that 
he had been cheated, and hastened to the police to report his fate. 

With this evidence in his hands, Macleod issued a warrant for 
"Waxey's" arrest. Again the trader angrily protested his inno 
cence, claiming that Berry was the guilty man. When Macleod 
showed no disposition to be swayed by this argument, Weather- 
wax turned to threats. Though universally known for his genial 
disposition, the Benton merchant now stormed and raged, threat 
ening to use his political influence in Washington to have Mac 
leod dismissed. This threat failed to intimidate the officer and 
"Waxey" drew a stiff fine and a prison sentence. 
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Fort Benton was shocked by the news. Weatherwax, one of 
its leading merchants, languished in prison, and public opinion 
seethed with excitement. Quickly the Fort Benton Record came 
to the trader's defense, pouring columns of scorn upon the police 
and denouncing Macleod with unrestrained invective. Its editor 
was the same John J. Healy who had been deeply involved in 
the trade north of the boundary during its early years. Now he 
defended his friend in every issue of the little paper. 

Soon his editorials took on a bitter anti-police and anti-British 
tone. "To the scarlet uniform belongs the fame we will not 
mention the gain of destroying the whiskey traffic" growled 
the Record's editor in February. 13 By March, his Irish temper 
raged at full torrent and his Fenian sympathies led him to wild 
charges. "We knew from experience that wherever the English 
flag floats, might is right, but we had no idea that the persons 
and property of American citizens would be trifled with. We sur 
mised, however, that on our frontier, within marching distance 
of our troops, almost within hearing distance of our gas-bag- 
rights of American citizen legislators, the Bull-dogs would be 
properly chained and controlled." 14 All this was in the best An 
glophobic tradition and offered the Fenians another opportunity 
to vent their spleen upon the hated redcoats across the bound 
ary. 

But Healy's passionate charges quickly spent their force. When 
he denounced the Mounted Police as "mounted grabbers of the 
spoil," he overreached himself and alienated the sober element 
of the community. In a short time the Record had a new editor. 
Ironically, Healy was soon sheriff in Chouteau County, cooperat 
ing with the very men he had so rashly attacked. 

Healy's sound and fury failed to impress Benton's business 
community. They knew he had not drawn the proper conclu 
sions, for "WaxeyV arrest made it painfully apparent that no 
one was too big for the law where it was administered by the 
Mounted Police. While Healy raged, I. G. Baker quietly wrote 
his friends in Ottawa, "The police you stationed north of here 
are certainly doing a great deal of good in suppressing the whisky 
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trade and controlling the Indians at that point." 15 Baker was 
much too shrewd to miss the obvious lesson. 

VI 

Destroying the whisky trade was an important victory. But 
success in handling the western Indians quickly overshadowed 
it as a far more significant achievement. Against a background 
of continual violence, bloodshed, and hatred south of the bound 
ary, the Northwest Mounted Police conceived and executed an 
orderly, well-planned, and honorable policy. 

From the moment of their arrival in the West, the police re 
garded their mission to the Indians as paramount. To pacify and 
restrain the Indians and to prepare them for a sedentary life 
required all the patience, wisdom, and tact which Major Mac- 
leod and his tiny band possessed. 

Their simplest decision, though it was also their most impor 
tant, was to treat the Indians with honesty and respect. The 
tragic record of deceit and broken faith provoked by the forked 
tongues of the Long Knives had cost the American government 
millions of dollars and thousands of lives; yet the Indians re 
mained untamed. 

American experience served as guide and warning to Canadian 
officials. It convinced them that no policy could succeed, how 
ever humanitarian or enlightened it might be, unless it was based 
on consistency and integrity. Honest agents, incorruptible police, 
and unimpaired good faith only these could avoid a repetition 
of the disasters across the boundary. "The experience of the 
United States," argued one Canadian official, "shows that it is 
of great importance that the confidence of the Indians in the 
good faith of the Government should not be shaken, and that 
Indian affairs should be honestly administered." 16 It seemed an 
obvious lesson, but American officials required more than a cen 
tury to learn it. 

Commissioner French was especially determined that the 
Mounted Police should escape the tragic consequences of cor 
ruption throughout their organization. With great emphasis he 
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urged Ottawa officials to read carefully General Ouster's book, 
Life on the Plains. This revealing document, thought French, 
clearly exposed the misery and death that followed from "ras 
cally contractors, furnishing inferior stores, which when opened 
by the troops, when hundreds of miles from any source of sup 
ply, proved to be rotten and worthless." 1T 

Police policy was further guided by the insight that plains In 
dians could not be expected to forget centuries of tribal customs 
to accept the white man's laws overnight. Major Macleod and 
his policemen often found it difficult to hold their tempers, but 
their fixed purpose to exercise tolerance and patience prevailed. 
Stone-age savages must be given time to adjust to the unfamil 
iar rules of the new society imposed upon them. 

As settlers moved into the Whoop-Up country, this policy 
soon came under attack since Indians possessed but little un 
derstanding of the sanctity of private property, so important in 
North American society. To the south, an Indian was summarily 
hanged if he transgressed these provisions of the white man's 
code, but the Mounted Police believed that the Indians must be 
guided firmly yet patiently through this painful period of transi 
tion. 

Irate ranchers deeply resented the tolerant policy of the police. 
"We have no protection from the police," complained a rancher 
to the Reverend Alexander Sutherland in 1879. "The Indians 
steal our cattle, as they often do, but we can get no redress. In 
that respect we would be better off if there were no police in the 
country at all/' 18 This attitude had irrigated the West with 
blood, and Canadian police were resolved to avoid it at all costs. 

Their greatest trials came during the starvation of 1879. With 
the disappearance of the buffalo, the Indians lost their food 
supply and turned to range cattle for sustenance. Sternly the 
Mounties restrained the ranchers from reprisals while patiently 
they sought to prevent the Indians from continuing their dep 
redations. They were so successful that many a proud warrior 
hunted gophers to prevent his family from starving. Meanwhile, 
with desperate warnings the police urged Ottawa to increase the 
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appropriations for rations to feed the starving Indians. The crisis 
was finally passed without a general Indian war, but it was close. 

To change Indian practices of generations challenged every 
skill the police could muster. Macleod grimly warned the Indians 
time after time that they must abandon their "pinto buffalo" 
hunts in which raiding parties stole horses and counted coups 
among neighboring tribes. Despite confiscation of the stolen 
horses and frequent punishment, the practice continued. Not un 
til late in the 1880s were officials on both sides of the interna 
tional boundary able to restrain the Indians from these forays. 

Equal justice for red and white was the lodestar by which the 
Mounted Police charted their course in the Indian country. In 
dians came to learn, though slowly, that they could depend upon 
the justice and integrity of the scarlet riders. Individual Indians, 
not whole tribes, were punished for crimes, for the police under 
stood the folly of indicting whole peoples for the actions of the 
few. To the amazement of observers south of the forty-ninth 
parallel, the policy worked. Few American frontiersmen believed 
the Indians capable of returning faithfulness for faithfulness, or 
honor with honor. 

To create confidence in red-coated justice became a passion 
with the Mounties. When the men involved in the Cypress Hills 
fight were arrested and sent to Winnipeg, the police used every 
possible device to secure convictions. This determination came as 
a reaction to the bitter criticisms of eastern newspapers during the 
march west. The threat of failure hung ominously over their efforts 
if these critics prevailed. Hughes, Bell, and Vogle were symbols in 
the East of the lawlessness that had taken the police into the 
country. Now the Mounties were determined that the image of 
these men as brutal butchers must be confirmed if they were to 
silence their critics with concrete evidence of their good works. 

This determination also grew from a deep conviction that the 
Indians must see a striking demonstration of red-coated justice, 
speedy and inexorable. "These arrests/' said Major Irvine, "will 
do more to establish confidence of the Indians in the Govern 
ment, than any quantity of presents, promises or pow- wowing/ 5 19 
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For these reasons the arrests were widely publicized. Eastern 
ers were told that bloodthirsty wretches had been brought to 
justice. Indians were informed that the men were in jail and were 
punished for their attack on the Assiniboins. Even though the 
court released the men as innocent, the prestige of the police was 
kept high and western Indians were taught to look to the 
Mounties for advice and protection in every crisis. 

In their relations with the Indians, the police sought to use 
persuasion rather than force. This was a policy of necessity, 
since the force was too small to overawe the savages. It was also 
a policy of wisdom, for the Indians responded to it with grati 
tude. Observers in Fort Benton were amazed by the success of 
the police, though they never tired of predicting that the tiny 
force would be wiped out by the Indians when the test finally 
came. Not until 1879, when Star Child ambushed Constable 
Graburn, was a policeman killed by hostile action, and the dire 
threats of Benton critics were never realized. 

This policy rested upon the fact that the men of the force were 
not westerners who shared the frontier view that the only good 
Indian was a dead one. The police were imported easterners and 
Europeans whose attitudes closely resembled those of people in 
the American East. 

Nowhere is this more clearly revealed than in the diary of 
Constable R. N. Wilson. While on guard duty one day, the con 
stable allowed four Indians to escape. To save himself from repri 
mand, Wilson could have shot all four as they ran, "but I did 
not try to hit any of them, because a policeman has no orders 
that would justify him in killing an escaping prisoner." 20 No 
true frontiersman would have hesitated. 

VII 

No single factor adequately explains the striking success of 
the Mounted Police. Canadian administration of justice on the 
plains developed under institutions very different from those in 
the American West. Basically, it is clear that the socially ap- 
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proved patterns of behavior prevailing in the Canadian East 
were extended into the West, with the physical environment only 
slightly influencing the experience. 

Mores of the relatively more stable and mature eastern prov 
inces dominated Canadian policy decisions in the West, and a 
repetition of the troubles clouding the American story was avoided 
in Canada. Moreover, constitutional differences placed far greater 
powers in the hands of the central government under the Ca 
nadian confederation than in the American system. 

With federal officials determining policy, the Mounted Police 
exercised powers to enforce laws never conferred upon local au 
thorities in the United States. Indeed, to American westerners, 
this concentration of power seemed both misplaced and danger 
ous, as destructive of local autonomy and personal freedom. To 
many, the rule of the police appeared to be a military occupa 
tion in which the Mounties acted as both policeman and judge. 
"As justices of the peace they can hear and determine any charge 
manufactured by themselves, as policemen, and punish for any 
offense so charged," complained one American observer. 21 

Canadians expressed similar fears. One critic, writing in an 
eastern Canadian newspaper, described the system in this fash 
ion: "The Salteaux chief in this case comes before Major Walsh, 
magistrate, to lay an information. Major Walsh, magistrate, is 
sues a warrant which has to be executed by Major Walsh, police 
man. Major Walsh, as a policeman, arrests the parties, and car 
ries them before Major Walsh, the magistrate/' 22 

Frontiersmen, whose social and political views were libertarian 
by eastern standards, were impressed by the effectiveness of the 
Mounties' power. But this concentration of authority was feas 
ible only because the Whoop-Up country was virtually uninhab 
ited by white settlers. A handful of traders comprised the region's 
population familiar with Anglo-American legal codes. Later, when 
settlers poured into the region, mounting criticism forced an end 
to the policeman's dual role. 

Far more serious during the early years was the tragic problem 
of the metis. These half-breeds, most of whom lived to the north 
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and east of the Whoop-Up country, expressed keen resentment 
at the government's apparent callousness to their plight. Louis 
Kiel, who was soon to lead his unhappy people in their last des 
perate bid for justice, voiced this resentment in a confidential 
letter to James W. Taylor. "But law is administered in such a 
military style; and justice is virtually left at the discretion of 
the Mounted Police that it is a matter of doubt for me today 
whether the people will even be allowed to petition." 28 These 
were exaggerated fears, but they indicated an alarming reaction to 
government policy which Ottawa officials did little to moderate. 

This concentration of authority, so essential to firm policy in 
the Indian country, was further assisted by the absence of the 
influences of a continuing frontier in Canada. Westward-moving 
pioneers in British North America moved southward into the 
American states of the Old Northwest when they reached the 
Pre-Cambrian Shield, that barren and rocky wilderness which 
shoves its thumb deep into the Upper Middle West. Thus the 
continuity of the frontier experience was broken, except in the 
fur trade, that most primitive of exploitative enterprises. Only 
in this phase of Canadian development did the excessive mobil 
ity of the frontier remain a vital force. The violent and bloody 
conflicts between the Hudson's Bay Company and the North 
West Company testify eloquently to these influences. 

For the Canadian people, however, the Pre-Cambrian Shield 
comprised an obstacle. Yet it also served as a positive good, 
permitting Canadians to consolidate, to mature, and to build a 
stable base from which to project their institutions into the Far 
West. When they finally burst through the Shield onto the plains, 
therefore, they came as easterners, innocent of the influences of 
a continuous frontier environment. They established institutions 
possessing a sophistication unfamiliar to plainsmen south of the 
boundary. If the instability and crudity of the frontier were in 
tolerable to Canadians as they viewed the West, so the concen 
tration of power and emphasis upon orderly settlement were 
equally feared by American frontiersmen as intrusions upon tra 
ditional freedoms. 
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It has been popular to ascribe this social and political insta 
bility to the physical environment of the Great Plains. In such 
a view, the ninety-eighth meridian assumes an almost mystic 
symbolism, for beyond it "practically every institution . . . was 
either broken and remade or else greatly altered." 24 Measured 
against the straightedge of Canadian experience on the plains, 
this view seems too monolithic to be adequate; too primitive to 
explain subtle differences. Inherited institutions also underlay 
the contrasting experience of the two peoples in the same phys 
ical setting; neither society was bent to the will of environment 
in matters of law, either in its character or its enforcement. 

Centralized control from Ottawa was never as rigid as the 
formal organization seemed to indicate. Slow communications as 
well as deliberate policy gave policemen in the West consider 
able latitude. Yet the fact that the Mounted Police represented 
the Crown helped solve many local problems. Western policy 
engaged the attention and energy of Canada's ranking states 
men. Sir John Macdonald himself, as well as able lieutenants 
such as Frederick White, devoted their abilities to the admin 
istration of the Mounted Police. To contrast the Macdonald 
government in Ottawa with the Grant administration in Wash 
ington is a measure of the difference in the quality of statesman 
ship directed to solving western problems in the two countries. 

As a national police force, the Mounties recruited the finest 
men available for such duty. Undoubtedly, the romance and ad 
venture, as well as the promise of a land grant at the end of 
service, attracted able recruits to the force. Few of the men 
lacked military experience, proudly reported the commissioner 
in 1874, since most of them were veterans of the Regular Serv 
ice, the Royal Irish Constabulary, or the Militia. 

Most observers were deeply impressed with the high caliber 
of the officers of the new organization. The Fort Benton Record 
argued that the success of the police was not due to any peculiar 
organization but to the energy and ability of its officers. Their 
success was due "above all, to the honesty of purpose with which 
they perform their arduous and sometimes very unpleasant 
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duties." * 5 Moreover, continued the American editor, "The mili 
tary force of the United States would be equally good if con 
trolled by the same ability and honesty of purpose." Certainly 
the officers of the Mounted Police possessed a sophistication and 
an urbanity few frontier peace officers could match. How would 
a plainsman have described an officer who could write: "The 
prairie was carpeted with wild roses, and for a time I tried to 
avoid stepping on them, but they were so plentiful that the 
avoidance of them became irksome and I hardened my heart 
and walked on." 26 These were the men who bravely marched 
alone into armed and hostile Indian camps to arrest offenders in 
the presence of irate friends and relatives! 

The police, of course, had many problems. Both officers and 
men sometimes failed to measure up to the organization's stand 
ards and were dismissed. For a time desertion was a serious con 
cern. Many of the men became dissatisfied with the strenuous 
duties required of them for a dollar a day. Wild yarns of Indian 
massacres and whisky-inspired tales weakened others to the 
point of desertion. 27 But the greatest stimulant came in the trad 
ers' glowing stories of quick fortunes waiting in the Montana 
gold fields. Prospects of wealth in the diggings proved so attrac 
tive that on one occasion twenty men deserted en masse for the 
"land of freedom." 

Deserters from the police found shelter in Montana, just as 
deserters from the American army sought refuge in Canada. Both 
nations sought recovery of stolen equipment, but neither exerted 
itself to recapture the deserters, feeling that both services were 
improved by their departure. Curiously, officers in both organi 
zations urged their recruiting agents in the East to seek men in 
rural areas rather than in the cities. Each discovered that the 
rate of desertion among men with rural backgrounds was signif 
icantly lower. 

VIII 

To their western assignment the Mounted Police brought cour 
age, efficiency, and the devotion to law characteristic of the Ca- 
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nadian community. Plains Indians were impressed by the unbend 
ing dignity and calculated showmanship of the force, as well as 
by their discipline, pageantry, and military bearing. 

The scarlet tunic, now tourist bait for wide-eyed American 
visitors, was carefully chosen and proudly worn. Indians feared 
and distrusted the dark uniforms of the Long Knives, but the 
red coats reminded them of the traditional friendship of the 
Great Mother for her children. Scarlet tunics, black breeches 
with yellow stripes, high leather boots this was the uniform 
which became the distinctive symbol of the Mounted Police 
everywhere in the world. 28 

Mobility was a key concept in the strategy of the police. They 
avoided the folly of using infantrymen to control mounted no 
mads and quickly occupied strategic posts at Port Macleod, Fort 
Walsh, Wood Mountain, and Calgary. These enabled the force 
to move without carrying extensive supply trains and freed them 
from reliance upon the exorbitant prices of sutlers and traders 
during periods of emergency. 29 

Great courage in the presence of danger quickly became an 
established tradition with the Mounties. When Major Walsh 
entered a camp of four hundred angry Assiniboins to arrest nine 
teen stubborn fugitives in 1877, the Fort Benton Record hailed 
the act as one of supreme courage and expressed the widely held 
western view that "Custer's charge was not a braver deed . . ." so 
No higher tribute could come from contemporary westerners, who 
had already canonized their Indian-fighting hero. 

Unfortunately, these acts of heroism also became the basis for 
folklore exaggerations which embarrassed the police with their 
unreality. Typical of these stories was the often-repeated yarn 
describing the herding of Canadian Indians to the international 
boundary by an entire American army. There the blue-coated 
regiments were greeted by a handful of intrepid Mounties. 

"Where's your escort for these Indians?" the anonymous Amer 
ican commander was alleged to have asked. 

"We're here," answered the Canadian corporal. 

"Yes, yes, I see. But where is your regiment?" 
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"I guess it's here all right," said the policeman. "The other 
fellow's looking after the breakfast things." 

"But are there only jour of you then?" 

"That's so, Colonel, but you see we wear the Queen's scarlet." 81 

Such folklore as this soon disturbed the Mounties as much as 
it irritated their opposite numbers across the forty-ninth parallel. 
This superman role insulted men whose skills, sternly disci 
plined and imaginatively used, required no exaggeration to do 
them honor. The police themselves resented the Hollywood stere 
otype into which they were cast, for none knew better than they 
how often success had balanced precariously on the razor edge 
of fate. 

Nor was their task as difficult as many admirers of the force 
have made out. Careful analysis suggests that their problem was 
actually quite a different one from that facing American officials. 
The destruction of Indian power on the American plains made 
easier the task of reducing the Indian in Canada. The disappear 
ance of the buffalo which occurred with dramatic rapidity after 
the completion of the Union Pacific Railroad in 1869 was so 
complete on the northern plains by 1877 that Canadian officials 
were alarmed at the prospect of a "catastrophe." By 1881, police 
reports reveal that the Indians were starving and that they were 
compelled "to depend on the Government for assistance, being 
forced in so doing, to remain about the Police Posts, Indian 
Agencies or other settlements." 82 

Yet another factor, only slightly emphasized today, materially 
aided the police. During these years, many of the Canadian In 
dians actually stayed in the United States pursuing the buffalo 
and posing no problem to the Mounted Police. Lieutenant Gov 
ernor Edgar B. Dewdney of the Northwest Territories confiden 
tially reminded Sir John Macdonald of this fact some years later 
when he wrote, "As long as Col. J. Macleod held the position of 
Commissioner of Police, Indian matters appeared to have gone 
on pretty well in Treaty 7, but it must be recollected that during 
this time the bulk of the Indians were South of the Line and the 
duties of the Agent not heavy." 83 
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On top of this, the region lacked the great population pressure 
of the frontier farther south, for the Canadian West was virtu 
ally uninhabited by white men save for a scattering of traders. 
Unlike the American experience, the law arrived before the rush 
of settlement onto the Canadian plains, giving the Indians time 
to adjust to the new sedentary life before white settlements en 
gulfed them. 

Canadian policy succeeded in the absence of gold-crazed miners 
or land-hungry farmers. These arrived after the Indians, as wards 
of the state, were on their reservations. Canadian officials at the 
time were immensely grateful for this difference. Assistant Com 
missioner A. G. Irvine summarized it in this manner: "The ex 
perience of our neighbors to the South of the International 
boundary cannot be without its lesson to us. In their case the 
military had had no trouble with Indians until settlers appeared 
on the scene. The settlers, unaccustomed to the Indian manner 
and habits, do not make due allowances and exhibit the tact and 
patience necessary to successfully deal with Indians, and which 
is showed by an organized force kept under control." 34 

Moreover, the Indians fully grasped the importance of police 
friendship. If they turned against the Mounted Police, they 
feared destruction between the upper stone of Canadian rejection 
and the nether stone of American power. And in a practical sense, 
against whom could they go on the warpath in these years be 
fore settlement? Police officer L. W. Herchmer authoritatively 
argued that "the Indians could only retaliate on the Police them 
selves and on a few traders, quite able and only too ready to 
take care of themselves/' 85 

"To Maintain the Eight" is the proud slogan of the Mounted 
Police. Their occupation of the lawless Whoop-Up country cre 
ated a tradition giving vitality and significance to a phrase that 
was only a challenge before 1875. How complete was their suc 
cess is clearly reflected in the tradition in Canada today that the 
Dominion never had a "Wild West" like the United States. So 
quickly and completely did the police crush the lawlessness in 
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Whoop-Up that most Canadians are now unaware of its exist 
ence in their history. 

Whoop-Up country so changed its character with the entry 
of the police that the name itself fell into disuse. Ruthlessly the 
Mounties smashed the gangs of fly-by-night traders who had no 
investment except a wagon and a few barrels of liquor. Patiently 
they accomplished the more important task of pacifying the 
Indians. In the wake of these achievements, legitimate enter 
prises of commerce and agriculture came in to develop this last 
great frontier of the Canadian-American West. 

While doing all this, the police established a reputation. One 
which the Fort Benton Record summed up in the terse phrase 
"they fetched their men every time." 86 
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lAWLESSNESS, gun play, and mob violence are 
favorite western themes. With smoking six-shooters or knotted 
hemp, frontiersmen lived and died at the dictates of "Judge 
Colt" or "Judge Lynch." 

These are exaggerated views. They caricature western society 
and distort the realities of crime and punishment along the fron 
tier. Tall tales of garrulous old-timers and lively imaginations of 
colorful writers nourished the myth to formidable proportions. 
The "Wild West" exists chiefly in the paper pulps, on the silver 
screen, in Frontier Days celebrations, and in regional chauvinism. 

No society could have survived under the conditions pictured 
in the legends. Social disintegration would have destroyed the 
growing western communities before they were firmly estab 
lished. Had every westerner lived by the myth and defended his 
honor with Colt's "Great Equalizer" at the slightest provocation, 
only one honorable man would have survived in each commu 
nity. The fact is, few men used these famous weapons, even when 
they carried them. "It is, after all but rare that business takes 
the serious turn of shooting," wrote William Shepherd after his 
experience in the West. "Most of the frays rise out of gambling 
and drunken quarrels, and shooting is relegated to the saloons 
and haunts of the most depraved." * 

Yet law enforcement was a serious problem in the Whoop-TJp 
country. South of the forty-ninth parallel, frontier conditions of 
excessive mobility, heterogeneous population, feverish specula- 
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tion, social instability, and primitive political institutions en 
couraged a disregard for law and order. 

The fringe of settlement traditionally served as a refuge for 
those who lived outside the law. The Civil War intensified this 
problem by creating a generation of border ruffians and bandits 
who found a safe and profitable haven in the sparsely settled West. 

To some observers, the frontier was synonymous with law 
lessness. Montague Davenport, a British visitor who traveled 
through the region in 1875, concluded that "the spirit of lawless 
ness increases as we go West. I think the American eagle should 
be portrayed with a six shooter in his claw: he is incomplete 
without it." 2 

Others disagreed with this harsh judgment. Charles E. D. 
Wood, editor of the neighboring Fort Macleod Gazette, ridiculed 
the picture of the "Wild West." "The general idea Eastern peo 
ple have of these western places/' he wrote, "is that everyone 
goes about with a pistol at his waist and a big knife in the other 
side . . . that two or three men are shot in the streets every day, 
and in fact that a man carries his life in his hands." Wood re 
fused to endorse eastern views of Fort Benton as a lawless, de 
generate frontier town but believed it "a busy little place and 
law and order are most thoroughly enforced there." 3 

Sensitive to eastern criticism, the editor of Fort Benton's River 
Press suggested a comparative analysis. While the region un 
doubtedly had its criminals and tough cases, he believed that 
Chicago's record of 176 murders with only two convictions dur 
ing the years between 1875 and 1881 "beats the West all hol 
low." 4 Such comparisons did not diminish the magnitude of the 
problem on the frontier; but they did place it in a proper per 
spective. 

Crime control was a national problem, not one peculiar to the 
West. Decentralization of authority in local governments was 
the heart of the matter, for through them law enforcement and 
judicial administration functioned. Many counties and munici 
palities were too poor or too easily victimized by gangsters to 
support adequate programs. 
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Traditionally, Americans have cherished their local units of 
government as essential to their democratic institutions. Few 
would deny that they have served as schools for citizenship, en 
couraging incentive and rewarding initiative while providing the 
balance between individual liberty and governmental authority. 
They have kept government close to the people in an atmos 
phere of friendliness and personal concern. 

All this has cost the American people a considerable price in 
inefficient, even corrupt law enforcement. At times, in fact, this 
decentralization has paralyzed law enforcement, leaving the com 
munity at the mercy of its predatory citizens. Combined with 
the traditional American tolerance for crimes that do not touch 
the citizen directly, it has opened opportunities for criminal 
careers usually denied citizens of other nations possessing similar 
legal codes. 

Americans launched their assault upon the Great Plains West 
with more than two centuries of frontier experience behind them. 
Yet the institutional structures within which this last frontier 
was conquered differed only slightly from those of the first colo 
nists who pushed their way up the river valleys of Connecticut 
or into the Piedmont regions of Virginia. 

Legal responsibility came only with settlement. Whole com 
munities along the frontier remained without formal legal insti 
tutions until territorial organization made possible the creation 
of county units of government. But these were often so sparsely 
settled, so tax poor, and so corruptly governed that law-abiding 
citizens sometimes took the law in their own hands to restore 
peace and order through vigilante societies and through extra- 
legal courts. 

Westerners have been regarded by some historians as great 
innovators. Yet they stumbled along with anachronistic pre- 
Revolutionary legal machinery that provided neither peace nor 
security, preferring to leave unchanged the granite-like political 
forms comprising their inheritance. 

The federal government remained powerless to restrain law 
lessness in the vast western wilderness. As Bernard DeVoto has 
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pointed out, federal officials could hardly dispatch a company of 
dragoons to pursue a murderer across the plains or through the 
mountains, 5 

All this, as we have seen, is in striking contrast to the solution 
contrived across the international boundary. There the Imperial 
experience of a constabulary force, such as those organized in 
Ireland and India, was applied to the sparsely settled West. It 
took no troop of cavalry to pursue a solitary murderer across 
the plains. A single policeman, armed with Dominion authority, 
accomplished the task. 

Many thoughtful Americans urged a similar system in their 
West as they learned of the successes of the Northwest Mounted 
Police. But western communities, intensely jealous of their tra 
ditional powers in the administration of justice, refused to accept 
such a system. It appeared to be synonymous with a military 
rule that undermined local government and abandoned tradi 
tional guarantees of personal freedom. Few Americans approved 
a system that gave the police the power, as Colonel James F. 
Macleod privately admitted, "to try any case and have only to 
wait for a wink from Ottawa to hang our man/* 6 

II 

Other factors also complicated the problem of law enforcement 
on the Whoop-Up frontier. Lenient jurors often refused, despite 
the evidence, to indict or punish offenders. Pleas of "self-defense" 
so often saved the guilty from punishment that outraged citizens 
acted illegally to ensure justice. 

A surprising overemphasis upon legal formalities and upon 
"due processes" impeded the cause of justice. "Innocent until 
proved guilty" frequently meant that the guilty were always 
innocent. 

Provoked by these perversions of justice, irate citizens occa 
sionally turned to lynch law to enforce a rough but speedy jus 
tice. There was great reluctance to use this dangerous weapon. 
The Fort Benton Record in 1877 argued that "one half of the 
persons lynched are innocent of the crimes for which they suffer, 
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and not infrequently the ends of private malice are gratified 
under the pretence of punishing wrong-doers/* 7 Still, a few 
lynchings did occur in the Whoop-Up country, on both sides of 
the boundary. In April 1875 Benton citizens seized two man 
acled and helpless Indians from the sheriff's custody and shot 
them for the unproved murder of a white man. Army officers 
who were sent to Benton with troops to protect the town from 
Indian retaliation denounced the act as "wanton" and "brutal." 
And Benton's little newspaper forthrightly condemned it as fill 
ing "every God fearing citizen with horror, disgust and con 
tempt." This fearful deed, announced the editor, "is a wretched 
reminder that Benton is not yet free from that barbarous class 
of society so common to new settlements on the western fron 
tier." 8 

Fort Benton's only white lynching was also its most famous. 
In 1868 William Hinson drifted into Benton from Helena where 
he had been charged with a murder but released for lack of evi 
dence. Soon Hinson launched a campaign for a night marshal to 
patrol Benton's streets. Possessed of a congenial spirit and a 
persuasive tongue, he soon promoted himself into that position. 

In a short time, inebriated drifters complained of losing their 
money when arrested by the new peace officer. Hinson diverted 
attention from these charges by loudly urging the formation of 
a vigilante society to clean out the town. Benton needed a "half 
dozen hangings," he announced. 

Retribution came quickly to the corrupt peace officer. Fort 
Benton's substantial citizens trapped the marshal with a pre 
tended drunk who caught the officer redhanded lifting his roll. 
The following day a delegation visited Hinson. 

"We've caught the fellow who has been doing these robberies," 
said the spokesman, "and in half an hour we're going to hang 
him. Have you got a rope?" 

"No," replied the unsuspecting marshal, "but I can get one 
mighty quick." Good as his word, Hinson immediately pur 
chased a new rope and returned eager to dispatch the victim. 9 

Before the surprised marshal could escape, the crowd hanged 
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him with his own hemp. Fort Benton had no further trouble 
with its public servants. But the record does not sustain C. M. 
Maclnnes's charge that vigilantes cleaned out Benton regularly. 10 

Lynchings also occurred across the boundary. On one occasion 
an angry group of passengers on the Fort Macleod stage shot 
their driver for compelling them, under the lashings of his long 
whip, to push the stage up a steep hill. 

Equally informal was the lynching of a man who refused to 
assist some cowboys put out a prairie fire. After they had extin 
guished the fire, the cowboys "took him out and hung him." n 
In both cases, the penalty seems unduly severe. 

Many Montanans blamed influences imported from the south 
ern plains for much of this trouble. The northward drift of Texas 
cowboys introduced, they felt, a lawless element into the popu 
lation. Texas law enforcement had a poor reputation in the 
Whoop-Up country. When Thomas Pool, a Texas cowboy, pulled 
his revolver and wantonly killed an innocent man in a trivial 
barroom quarrel, the River Press expressed the universal opinion 
that the Texas frontier "was a good place to become schooled in 
ruffianism and in the use of the ready revolver." 12 

Western legal values puzzled many observers. Horse stealing 
and cattle rustling aroused universal condemnation and pro 
voked quick reprisals. Murders of Indians, Chinese, or Negroes, 
on the other hand, often passed unnoticed or were even praised 
as ridding the country of undesirables. 

In the West, property was safe, believed the famous British 
correspondent W. H. Russell, "for citizens hunt down with ex 
traordinary energy marauders whose object is simply plunder. 
It is otherwise with those who assail life and limb." Others were 
sufficiently perceptive to see that this was an American trait, 
not a peculiarly western weakness. 

Law enforcement, in East or West, rested upon the quality of 
the county sheriff and the prosecuting attorney. Unfortunately, 
few sheriffs possessed experience, training, or any particular quali 
fication except the capacity to win political office. Similarly, 
county attorneys were generally inexperienced young lawyers or 
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incompetent oldsters. Numerous duties reduced the efficiency of 
both officials. Sheriffs, for example, usually served as tax asses 
sors and collectors, officers of the court serving processes, and 
jail keepers. 

On the whole, the system drew little praise, except from crimi 
nals. 

HI 

On the morrow of the Civil War, Chouteau County was larger 
than the combined areas of Massachusetts, Connecticut, and 
New Hampshire. The second largest county in Montana Terri 
tory, it stretched from the forty-seventh parallel to the unmarked 
international boundary and from the Judith Mountains to the 
Rockies. In this vast wilderness, a local sheriff, assisted by a 
deputy, enforced the laws. Federal marshals and army troops 
were also present, but they aided local officers only when fed 
eral laws had been violated. 

During the sixties the Whoop-Up country was virtually with 
out formal law. Winfield Scott Stocking recalled that the Ben ton 
he entered in 1866 was a community with "neither village nor 
city ordinance, neither Territorial nor Federal law, no, not even 
moral law." 13 

Stocking's recollections somewhat exaggerated the facts. But 
it was true that the community relied chiefly upon the pressures 
of social groups to preserve order. Ordinarily, these were power 
ful forces in shaping individual behavior, but Benton unhappily 
"was cursed with a floating population of as hard a set of des 
peradoes as perhaps exist on earth." 14 Lawlessness under these 
conditions became so common that even Sheriff Hale suffered 
the loss of his horses to thieves in the early seventies. 

In this atmosphere, peace officers were often corrupt. Chou- 
teau's first sheriff, the notorious Henry Plummer, established a 
tradition that lingered for many years. Plummer began a dual 
career as sheriff and head of a gang of road agents in the Sun 
River community in 1863. He ended it hanging from a rope in 
Bannack when the vigilantes lynched him with his gang. 
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Succeeding sheriffs were often only a cut above the scheming 
Plummer. Chouteau's next four sheriffs began their careers in 
the Whoop-Up country as whisky traders, living on the other 
side of the law. 

Until the seventies, Fort Benton was the rawest of frontier 
towns with its seamy side showing. By 1875, however, Bentonites 
became respectable, preferring to forget their past and empha 
sizing their promising future. The early years seemed unfortu 
nate but the town had outgrown its rough and callow youth. 

To John J. Healy belongs much of the credit for this trans 
formation. Indeed, Johnny Healy typified the successful frontier 
peace officer whose iron-fisted authority was as much a personal 
regime as it was the rule of law. 

Irish-born Healy came west with the Second United States 
Dragoons in 1858. After two years of a soldier's life, however, 
young Healy headed for the gold fields to find his fortune. With 
untiring energy, but without the proverbial luck of his kind, 
Healy tramped the West. Through Montana's famous gold fields, 
on into Idaho, and as far north as Edmonton he sought the pre 
cious metal. 

Next, the ambitious Irishman turned to townsite promotion, 
This promised a certain avenue to wealth, for shrewd speculators 
made great fortunes booming insignificant towns into cities. But 
Healy's choice proved wrong; his little town of Boulder, Mon 
tana, remained a little town. Then followed a brief period on the 
Indian reservation farm at Sun River. When this produced little 
in the way of financial reward or excitement, he turned to Indian 
trading. 

Healy earned his reputation as a plainsman during these years. 
Always calm whatever the emergency, completely fearless, a 
natural leader of men, and unhampered by moral scruples, Healy 
pushed the whisky traffic north into Canada to establish Fort 
Whoop-Up. There he presided like a feudal baron over the flour 
ishing trade, but the profits slipped through his fingers to silent 
partners in Benton. When the Mounted Police ended the whisky 
trade in 1874, Healy returned to Benton, still lacking the fortune 
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he sought. But he had found adventure and excitement and 
these were his meat and drink. 

For the next three years Healy drifted from one unprofitable 
enterprise to another. Essentially a man of action, business rou 
tine wearied him and financial details escaped his attention. 
Farmer, trader, hunter, Indian fighter, he was a jack-of-all- 
trades, but his livelihood became increasingly uncertain. By 
August 1876 he was desperate. "I am a total wreck financially," 
he wrote his friend Martin Maginnis, Montana's territorial dele 
gate in Washington. "The grasshoppers got away with every 
thing this year and [there is] nothing left for me now but to join 
Gibbon or some of these Indian fighting fellows." 15 

This seemed a reasonable proposal since Indian fighting al 
ways offered a convenient way to tide things over until prosperous 
times returned. Healy outlined a plan to the territorial delegate 
in which he promised to defeat the hostile Sioux with only a 
hundred white volunteers and two hundred Blood Indians. His 
financial prospects were so poor that any wild scheme seemed 
feasible and he declared himself "open for any enterprise now 
that don't necessitate Road agency." 

Not road agency but law enforcement rescued the restless 
Irishman from galling inactivity. For several years Healy had 
played a leading role in Democratic politics in Chouteau County. 
As county chairman he earned the gratitude and friendship of 
Democratic leaders in Montana. The appointment as sheriff of 
Chouteau County to fill a vacancy in June 1877, therefore, came 
as a matter of course to this faithful but needy member of the 
party. 

The county commissioners could hardly have made a better 
choice. Healy's fearless, energetic, and devoted efforts captured 
the public imagination to establish a legend of law enforcement 
in the high border country. The visiting British financier A. 
Staveley Hill joined the chorus of praise, describing Healy a "cool 
minister of the law" without peer in the Northwest. 

Healy earned his reputation. "If any of you is going to steal 
horses during the next two years," promised the new sheriff, "he 
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had better vote against me, for by God! if I catch him, whether 
he's voted for me or against me, 111 hang him " 16 

While this political impartiality was commendable, Healy's 
regime had a personal quality to it that irritated many citizens. 
Johnny Healy was the law, and the law was what Johnny Healy 
chose to enforce. Indeed, the sheriff enforced the law against the 
drifters and the humble as energetically as he had earlier vio 
lated it during the whisky trading days. But he only laughed off 
the frequent suggestions that he seemed blind to the illegal ac 
tivities of his powerful friends. 

Healy took particular delight in bringing horse thieves to jus 
tice. His pursuits across wilderness trails filled him with a savage 
joy and his promise to hang them when captured proved no idle 
threat. He enforced the law with a brutality that sometimes left 
the line between crime control and lawlessness vague, though al 
ways with a dash and verve that excited attention. 

Only once during Healy's tenure of office did Benton's citizens 
agitate for vigilante action to supplement his actions. In 1879 a 
gang of horse thieves preyed upon the community with such suc 
cess that the sheriff faced mounting criticism. The great freight 
ing companies lost so heavily to the horse thieves, however, that 
they finally imported twenty-five Pinkerton agents, who quickly 
exposed the gang. 

Under Johnny Healy, peace settled over Chouteau County. In 
contrast to the earlier years, the Whoop-Up country became 
safe for solitary travelers. Joe Kipp regularly carried sums of 
money in excess of $100,000 across the plains to Fort Macleod 
without trouble. Law and order now transformed the county 
seat from a lusty brawling river town to a respectable commer 
cial mart, intolerant of rowdy transients. By 1881, respectability 
had so conquered the community that the Record thought it 
newsworthy that one of the town's "fair but frail citizens" fired 
a pistol shot "just for fun on Main street." Benton's law officers 
seemed to have forgotten completely the free and easy atmos 
phere of earlier years. Callous to the whims of frontier convivi 
ality, they arrested the lady of pleasure, and Judge Tattan fined 
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her twenty dollars and costs the following day. Where had the 
Wild West gone? 

IV 

Johnny Healy, like most sheriffs, had many official duties. To 
his responsibilities as a peace officer were added those of tax 
assessor and collector. These duties bore heavily upon the sher 
iff, who found them extremely irksome. They undermined his 
popularity as a dashing peace officer, particularly the onerous 
task of assessing the property of his fellow taxpayers. When a 
campaign was launched in 1880 to separate these offices, Healy 
gladly joined the agitation. 

Though his official duties appeared heavy, Healy found time 
and energy to pursue personal projects. In 1877, shortly after his 
appointment as sheriff, he joined Judge Tattan in plans to or 
ganize a stage and express company. These fell through when 
T. C. Power blocked the sale of the Gilmer and Salisbury Com 
pany to the two Irishmen. But later that same year, the two 
officeholders purchased the Overland Hotel. 

During the following year, Healy became co-owner of the Fort 
Benton Record. This investment was as much political as it was 
financial, for as local editor Healy vigorously defended the Dem 
ocratic rule of Chouteau County, especially in the sheriff's office. 
He also owned a flour mill at Sun River, an enterprise that 
should have prospered in view of the shortage of milling equip 
ment in the Whoop-Up country. Like the others, however, this 
investment languished under the indifferent business manage 
ment of the restless prairie man. 

Healy's dream of golden wealth never faded during these busy 
years. In 1878 he packed up his traps and joined the stampede 
to the Bear Paw Mountains. His luck failed again but he re 
turned convinced that in the next gold rush he would strike it 
rich. 

The sheriff never found wealth, but he found adventure. One 
thrilling episode after another filled the columns of Montana's 
newspapers until the name of Johnny Healy symbolized frontier 
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law enforcement. Many of his exploits were filled with derring- 
do. In May 1881, for example, while Healy was arresting a Pie- 
gan for horse stealing, a friend of the intended prisoner suddenly 
overpowered the sheriff. Only the timely intervention of one of 
his deputies saved him from "a horrible and untimely end." 
Again, in 1882 the dramatic arrival of a troop of cavalry, in 
approved Hollywood fashion, rescued the peace officer from a 
large band of intoxicated half-breeds. 17 

Gradually, however, the public tired of Johnny Healy. His 
irresponsible actions perpetuated an anachronistic order of things 
in a region rapidly filling up with farmers and ranchers, while 
his crude sense of humor alienated even his friends. Montanans 
universally condemned the Chouteau sheriff for a prank played 
upon Bad Bull, a Blood Indian held in the Benton jail as a hos 
tage to discourage further horse-stealing expeditions. Before re 
leasing the Indian, Sheriff Healy clipped his long hair, thus 
disgracing Bad Bull and exposing him to the ridicule of his fel 
lows. 

"Notwithstanding his protest and piteous appeals," wrote the 
editor of the River Press, "his long black hair was soon clipped 
and Bad Bull, like Sampson of old, was shorn of his pride and 
strength. The sheriff laughed. Everybody laughed. It was brave 
indeed!" 

Plainsmen knew, however, that some innocent settler would 
pay with his life as the Indians revenged the disgrace. "A funny 
man for sheriff may be a very nice thing on the outside," pro 
tested the newspaper, "but he should not endeavor to work up 
his humor when in the performance of his official duties." 18 And 
the Bozeman Avant Courier joined in denouncing the prank as 
"very thoughtless and indiscreet and deserves the severest con 
demnation of all peaceable and law abiding citizens." 

The sands of popularity were running out for the sheriff. 
Mounting criticism so damaged his political prestige that by 
1881 he was in trouble. The growing power of the Republican 
party in the region also cut deeply into his strength. 

Ironically, Healy's political enemies seized upon his successes 
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as weapons to unseat him. Charges of corruption were common- 
place against the sheriff but he weathered them without diffi 
culty. These, after all, were only part of the game. Voters knew 
very well that he was neither less honest nor more corrupt than 
William Howe, former sheriff of the county in the seventies and 
ex-whisky trader whom the Republicans ran against him in the 
elections of 1880 and 1882. 

But his opponents increasingly emphasized the high cost of 
successful crime control under Healy's administration. The sher 
iff's relentless pursuit of evildoers often took him outside Chou- 
teau county. Economy-minded citizens urged Healy to let other 
units of government capture and prosecute the criminals. All 
they required of him was that he keep the lawless on the move 
to prey on other communities. 

Even the sympathetic Record voiced concern. The expense of 
punishing for crime exceeded the frontier county's resources; pre 
venting it seemed much too costly. The critical River Press 
worked assiduously to discredit the "energetic, but overzealous 
sheriff." It seized upon every incident of pursuit, whether suc 
cessful or not, as an example of Healy's overconscientious and 
costly law enforcement. 

When Healy traveled into an adjoining county to capture an 
escaped prisoner, editor J. E. Stevens protested vigorously. "It is 
a pity that Chouteau county is made to pay such heavy bills of 
costs as the capture of this class of criminals involves. It is a pity, 
too, that when one of the parties takes the trouble to put himself 
out of the county, and a good ways out, that he is not allowed to 
remain. We are sorry that Talbert's rifle failed to kill the party, 
which would thus have done the county the greatest possible 
service, by saving it all the costs, that must accrue from his cap 
ture and prosecution." 19 Human life was as dust in the balance 
when weighed against higher taxes. 

The construction of a new prison in 188& was another achieve 
ment of Healy's regime that many regarded wasteful. So many 
prisoners escaped from the ramshackle old jail that in 1881-82 
the county commissioners erected a model prison. At first view, 
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the new prison disappointed its many visitors, for it seemed no 
better than other frontier prisons they had seen. On the inside, 
however, a huge cage of steel floors, roof, and walls filled the 
building. Guards patrolled the cage, keeping every movement of 
the inmates under constant surveillance. Fort Benton's model 
prison was the pride of the community, for it seemed as escape- 
proof as "modern science could make it." 

But Sheriff Healy did not remain in office to test the new jail's 
efficiency. Though he vigorously denied the charges of his ene 
mies, the colorful sheriff lost his political following. When a Re 
publican opponent compared him with Boss Tweed, the angry 
Irishman denounced his critic as a "skulking, dirty, cowardly, 
miserable cur." This was exciting, but it won few votes. 

In 1882 Chouteau County elected a new sheriff. Johnny Healy, 
Indian fighter, gold miner, hunter, trader, speculator, prairie 
man, and adventurer, surrendered his badge to his old friend of 
the Whoop-Up whisky-trading days, William Rowe. The new Re 
publican sheriff promised economy through inactivity, a pledge 
he faithfully carried out. 

Fort Benton and the Whoop-Up country soon seemed too quiet 
for restless Johnny Healy. His zest for adventure undiminished 
through the passing years, he headed for Alaska where there re 
mained Indians to fight, furs to trap, gold to discover, and em 
pires to build. 

V 

The administration of justice in Chouteau County was as 
capricious as law enforcement during the early days. Judge Tat- 
tan, who presided over the local court for many years, later 
claimed that he was elected "when there was no law or order to 
speak of in Benton." Since the judge kept no records until the 
eighties, no detailed evidence exists to reconstruct the character 
and conduct of his court. It is apparent from other sources, how 
ever, that the judge's rulings were as informal as his records. A 
favorite punishment during the early years offered defendants 
the choice of a stiff fine and long imprisonment or a speedy de- 
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parture from Fort Benton. Since most chose to take the stage to 
Helena or the next boat down the river, Judge Tattan's strategy 
won approval for "saving the county the money of boarding 
prisoners." 

During the late seventies, Judge Tattan's court could no longer 
cope with the increasing number of legal cases. Benton's large, 
though transient, population and the great distance to the dis 
trict court in Helena provided forceful arguments to create a 
district court in Benton. When this court was established in 1880, 
its usefulness immediately became apparent. District Judge D. S. 
Wade presided over forty trials during the 1881 term, and these 
were only a fraction of the cases presented to the court but 
quashed for want of evidence, or other technicalities. 

Grand juries showed considerable reluctance to indict, except 
in cases where the crime was a major one. "In the abstract," ob 
served the River Press, "many may conclude that the cause of 
justice will suffer by this apparent neglect." 20 But Chouteau's 
poverty dictated that jury trials were too expensive for such 
trivial offenses as assault and battery. Thus, demands for eco 
nomical administration, perhaps more than the widely publicized 
frontier impatience with court procedures, prompted much of the 
argument for speedy and direct justice. 

Minor offenders simply paid a sheriff's fee and were released 
without a trial. In the name of economy, frontier taxpayers tol 
erated a dangerous combination of judicial and executive func 
tions in the sheriff's office. 

Where local court records exist for the years before 1885, the 
character of judicial actions and the nature of criminal cases do 
not differ materiaUy from those of later years. The justice of the 
peace court dockets for the years from 1870 until 1886 at Sun- 
river Crossing, a small settlement in a rural setting, reveal the 
usual offenses characteristic of such a court. There is no way of 
knowing, of course, what percentage of offenders failed to appear 
before the court. 21 

As early as 1870, citizens were fined in the Sunriver court for 
cruelty to animals, an offense not generally regarded as one 
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drawing censure on the frontier. Threats against persons drew 
good behavior bonds as high as $1250, while cases of disturbing 
the peace with the use of "insulting and abusive language" also 
appear in the earliest records. Particularly severe penalties were 
assessed against those guilty of "indecent and foul statements" 
in the presence of women. 

These records also indicate a passion for legal terms and im 
pressive court phrases not matched by accurate syntax or spell 
ing. "G. W. Wyegand personally apeard before me, W. P. Burcher, 
Justice of the Peace, who being furst sworn deposes and says 
that on the 29 day of October A.D. 1877 in the county and Ter 
ritory aforesaid that i have reason to belive and do belive that 
Ralf Long did with out my knowledge er concent did take Buf e- 
low Robes to the amount of 30 dollers with intent to Robe me 
of the same and there value and Has left the aforesaid county 
and naberhood with the above named Robes . . ." 

The actions of this particular court, though it existed on the 
remote edge of settlement, vary markedly from the generally ac 
cepted versions of frontier justice. They indicate a concern for 
due processes of law and for a community orderliness that was 
effectively implemented, despite the primitive surroundings. 

VI 

Federal law was also present in the Whoop-Up country. United 
States marshals and their deputies joined local authorities in 
suppressing crime. In the early years following the Civil War, 
their major task was the destruction of the illegal whisky traffic 
to the Indians, a mission they accomplished with only partial 
success. The great distances, too few deputies, and public hostil 
ity hampered their work. Despite conscientious efforts, the illegal 
trade with the Indians continued. 

Deputy United States Marshal Charles D. Hard was the first 
to challenge the power of the Whoop-Up traders successfully. 
Virtually singlehanded, this energetic and able officer put an end 
to much of the whisky trade. His successes forced the traders to 
adopt numerous ruses and led many of them to cross the bound- 
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ary into Canada where Ids authority could not disturb them. 
During his four years as deputy marshal from 1869 to 1873, Hard 
created a tradition of law enforcement that assisted his succes 
sors substantially. 

Most famous of the Whoop-Up deputy marshals during the 
following years was John X. Beidler, or X. Beidler, as he pre 
ferred to be called. Deputy Marshal Beidler began his career in 
Montana as one of the leaders of the Virginia City vigilantes. 
When his work was finished, he had become as much a symbol 
of law enforcement as Johnny Healy. 

Beidler's early youth gave little promise of his exciting life in 
the West. Born of Dutch parents in Chambersburg, Pennsyl 
vania, young Beidler won a reputation as "the most peaceable 
and beloved of any young man in the town/' But, disappointed in 
a love affair and restless to see the West, he went out to Kansas. 22 

Frontier Kansas offered ample excitement during the pre-Civil 
War years. Beidler was soon in the very heart of it, for he joined 
John Brown's border ruffians. This experience apparently trans 
formed the "peaceable" young Pennsylvanian into a rough and 
ready frontiersman. But when Brown went east to his disaster 
at Harper's Ferry, Beidler stayed on the frontier. Through In 
dian territory, into Texas, and on to Colorado he drifted, even 
tually finding his way to the gold fields of Virginia City, Mon 
tana. 

At Virginia City the future marshal attracted attention. Estab 
lished as a butcher and a cattle drover, he was soon harassed by 
the region's famous road agents. His outspoken opposition to 
the gangsters and his relentless efforts to bring them to justice 
marked him as one of their chief targets. 

Soon Beidler played a leading role in hanging these thugs who 
preyed upon Montana's gold miners. Countless stories, adroitly 
mixing fact with fiction, surround Beidler's encounters with the 
road agents. One of his narrow escapes occurred when he was 
captured by a gang whose members he had tried to hang shortly 
after he had gone so far as to dig the grave for one of its mem 
bers. 
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"You are the man that helped dig my grave," said one of his 
captors. 

"Yes," replied Beidler, "and, by the way, you have never paid 
me for that yet." 

Beidler's experience in the gold fields established his reputa 
tion as an adventurer. His unfailing sense of humor and marked 
storytelling abilities endeared him to fellow frontiersmen, though 
they sometimes wearied of repetitious stories that made Beidler 
the hero in every encounter. His selfless generosity, moreover, 
won many friends for the jovial Pennsylvanian. 

Soon Wells, Fargo employed the young Dutchman to ride shot 
gun on its stages. This, as much as anything, turned Beidler's 
immense energies to the defense of lives and property. Other 
men, possessing a similar love of excitement, matched his experi 
ences on the other side of the law. 

Beidler's reputation grew rapidly as one story after another 
went the rounds. Montanans chuckled over Beidler's spirited de 
fense of his failure to protect a stage against a gang of road 
agents who halted the coach and robbed its passengers. Having 
somehow learned of the gangsters' plans, Beidler had removed 
the gold box for a later shipment. But Theodore Tracy, Wells, 
Fargo agent in Salt Lake City, angrily telegraphed Beidler, "Why 
in hell ain't you there when our coaches are robbed?" 

"Why in hell don't they rob them when I'm there?" replied 
the indignant Beidler and he immediately resigned. Wells, Fargo 
rehired its impetuous stage guard, who remained with the com 
pany until appointed deputy United States marshal. 

As deputy marshal, X. Beidler enforced the law with the same 
vigor displayed by Johnny Healy. They were a remarkable team, 
the Dutchman and the Irishman, and they left similar legends 
of derring-do in the high-line country of Montana. 

A multiplicity of duties sent Beidler from one end of the ter 
ritory to the other. Pursuing and capturing criminals, serving 
subpoenas, checking federal licenses and permits, searching for 
army deserters, and protecting federal properties these and a 
score of other duties kept the deputy marshal busy. With reck- 
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less disregard for danger and complete unconcern for personal 
comfort, X. Beidler fulfilled his duties. 

Sometimes the enthusiastic marshal exceeded his authority. 
His vigorous harassing of Indian traders and sutlers led to fre 
quent rebukes from his superiors. Many of these traders lived on 
the margin of the law, operating behind an official fagade of 
military permits and Interior Department licenses. "The law 
(and you must have read it)," complained United States Mar 
shal W. F. Wheeler to his deputy, "exempts such goods from 
seizure in the Indian country." 

Beidler also fell afoul the confusing lines of legal authority 
that so often crippled federal marshals. Again Wheeler repri 
manded his deputy, this time for arresting traders whose illegal 
sales had not occurred on federal property. "The sheriff of the 
county, not the marshal is the one to arrest them under the ter 
ritorial laws and they should be tried in the territorial courts," 
wrote Wheeler. 23 Frustrated by this confusion of authority and 
irritated by the refusal of some sheriffs to enforce the laws, the 
conscientious deputy frequently overstepped his powers. 

By 1879 the years of deprivation and hardship began to take 
their toll. "J. X. Beidler is here with a batch of U.S. prisoners 
from Fort Keogh," wrote F. C. Deimling in Virginia City to 
W. F. Sanders. "Beidler is getting prematurely old from hard 
riding, exposure, etc. and his services have almost always been 
but very poorly paid." 24 

By the eighties, his health seriously impaired and his energies 
depleted, the deputy marshal retired to a well-earned rest. Dur 
ing his arduous years of public service, however, Beidler had 
saved nothing from his meager pay. Others had enriched them 
selves while X. Beidler defended their properties and their lives 
against Montana's numerous gangsters. Now the prematurely 
aging man lived in poverty, begging drinks from those who would 
listen to his endless yarns, and existing on the handouts of old 
friends. 

"I can not Uve in civilization," lamented the broken frontiers 
man; "if I live I must move onward and God only knows where." 25 
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Prompted by the same restlessness, Johnny Healy escaped to 
Alaska, but X. Beidler remained in Helena, where he lived out 
his last years in bitterness and neglect. 

Fellow pioneers who remembered his contributions to their 
safety worked to relieve his distress. At public benefits they auc 
tioned off his few souvenirs, buying them at high prices despite 
their lack of value. Others, like Colonel W. F. Sanders, loaned 
him money to finance an autobiography they knew he would 
never write. 

In 1889 they introduced a relief bill in the Montana legisla 
ture for the old marshal. Economy-minded legislators, as Beidler 
recorded in his diary, "killed my bill dead." Other efforts to ap 
point him night watchman of the capitol building or guard at 
the state penitentiary also failed. 

Beidler met these failures with growing cynicism. Bitterly he 
proposed a toast in the privacy of his diary: "To the oldtimer 
who never went back on the Legislature. Dam the Legislature 
that goes back on the Old Timer." 26 

They gave Beidler an impressive funeral when he died the fol 
lowing year. Hundreds of citizens listened in respectful silence 
to splendid orations that praised his selfless devotion to duty, 
his manly courage in the public service, and his peerless example 
to future generations. On his death certificate they sentimentally 
inscribed: "Occupation, Public Benefactor." 

X. Beidler's judgment of his career was somewhat different. 
"Fifty years from now no one will know anything about it." And 
his advice to future generations in one of the last entries in his 
diary differed substantially from the funeral oratory. "Never 
fear your enemys, but look out for your friends. I had experi 
ence." 27 

VII 

The United States Army also helped to bring order to the 
Whoop-Up frontier. Blue-coated troops from Forts Benton, Shaw, 
and Assiniboine assisted local officials and federal marshals in 
enforcing the laws. 
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But the army posted to the West was only a shadow of the 
formidable establishment created by four years of Civil War. 
Low morale among officers and men accompanied the collapse 
of American military strength following Appomattox. Recruiting 
lagged badly, and those who enlisted were often the dregs of 
society. A high rate of desertion weakened garrisons already re 
duced by economy-minded congressmen. "Regiments should be 
one thousand men/' General of the Army W. T. Sherman warned 
the secretary of war, "but the policy of reduction has gradually 
reduced the Infantry regiment to about three hundred." 28 

Shortsighted policy assigned infantry rather than cavalry units 
to these posts. Patrols marched out from Forts Shaw and Assini- 
boine to capture mounted Indians whose fleet ponies carried 
them many miles from the scenes of their depredations. 

Divided authority between the Army and Interior depart 
ments further impaired the army's effectiveness. An indifferent 
public scorned the army that protected it. "There is nothing so 
little thought of in this part of the country as a soldier," wrote 
a Montanan to the New York Herald. "There are only two crea 
tures who look upon a soldier here without scorn and contempt, 
and they are little children and dogs." 29 

Despite these handicaps, the army provided many useful and 
important services. Troops guarded strategic sites from Indian 
raids, protected vital transportation and communications lines, 
provided escorts for missions of many kinds, and restrained the 
Indians along the edge of settlement. 80 

Fort Shaw, established in 1867, was the key base from which 
the army controlled the high-border country. Strategically situ 
ated on the Old North Trail where Piegans, Bloods, and Black- 
feet traditionally crossed the Sun and Missouri rivers on raids 
into the Gallatin valley, it became the western bastion on the 
plains. General Sherman regarded it the most important post in 
Montana, for from it the army watched the Crees, Assiniboins, 
and River Crows as well as the Blackfoot confederacy. 

The pressure of settlement complicated army tasks. Troops 
from Fort Shaw joined civilian authorities in suppressing the ex- 
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tensive whisky traffic to the northern Indians. General John Gib 
bon stationed detachments along the Whoop-Up trail to capture 
the traders. But his infantrymen were easily eluded by the well- 
mounted renegades from Fort Benton. 81 

Other detachments guarded roads between Fort Benton and 
key towns in Montana. Frequently, patrols went out to repair 
telegraph lines destroyed by teamsters who solved the problem 
of the scarcity of fuel in an easy but illegal manner. Buffalo also 
interrupted telegraphic communication. They found th.e poles 
convenient scratching posts and sometimes dragged off miles of 
wire as they stampeded across the plains. 

The construction of these northern posts speeded the economic 
development of the region. Government spending to construct 
and maintain the forts introduced considerable currency into 
this frontier region. Army quartermaster purchases of fresh vege 
tables, butter, eggs, hay, and grain stimulated the initial agri 
cultural enterprise in the Sun River valley and in the rich, allu 
vial bottom lands along the Missouri River. Heavy purchases of 
beef to feed thousands of soldiers prompted the rapid expansion 
of the range cattle industry on the benchlands and surrounding 
plains. 

Army troops, recruited in the East and transferred to the West 
at government expense, provided a labor force for the region on 
a scale comparable only to the Mormon enterprises in Utah. This 
manpower built roads, telegraph lines, bridges, and other public 
works and established extensive farms around the posts. More 
over, when released from active service, most of the men re 
mained in the West to continue these activities for private gain. 

Army expenditures played such an important role in the re 
gion's economy that citizens constantly implored the government 
to expand its military commitments. They often pictured friend 
ly Indians as hostile and exaggerated isolated depredations into 
a state of warfare. 

Government spending also provided opportunities for fraudu 
lent bidding. General A. H. Terry reported in 1875 that honest 
and reliable merchants had been forced out by the illegal "straw 
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bidding" and "fly bidding" of dishonest businessmen. "Govern 
ment contracts," the general lamented, "are not regarded as re 
spectable business transactions." 32 

Post sutlers or traders were also familiar figures at these west 
ern posts. J. H. McNight, backed by T. C. Power capital, held 
the license to operate a store at Fort Shaw for many years, while 
Colonel C. A. Broadwater included among his extensive invest 
ments the post store at Fort Assiniboine. 

McNighfs operations at Fort Shaw provide a case study of a 
typical sutler during these years. He carried varied stocks of 
goods for both soldiers and civilians, served as banker for a com 
munity lacking formal banking institutions, and worked closely 
with the merchant princes of Fort Benton. 

From his store at Fort Shaw, McNight supplied the region 
north of the Sun River. Orders for unusual combinations of goods, 
both solid and liquid, crossed his desk. But the one from T, F. 
Morgan must have seemed somewhat strange: "I wish you would 
send me 500 pounds oats and one rubber nipple for a Bottle." 

Officers and enlisted men spent heavily in the sutler's store. 
Luxury items, clothing, sundries, hunting equipment the list 
of purchases by post personnel was endless. But the major offer 
ing to the army was whisky, for blue-coated patrons drank heav 
ily at these frontier stores. During General Gibbon's command, 
McNight was compelled to charge a fixed price for whisky. En 
listed men could buy two shots of whisky for two bits, a modest 
price but one that provided an ample margin of profit for the 
sutler. 33 

McNight also conducted a lucrative whisky trade with cus 
tomers across the boundary in Canada. His records indicate that 
he counted among his best customers the officers of the North 
west Mounted Police, whose fastidious tastes required the finest 
of his stock, and usually in impressive quantities. "Captain Croz- 
ier wants three gals your best whisky," wrote an agent to Mc 
Night from Fort Macleod. "Send it to him with bill, packed 
securely and marked . He is all right on the pay." 8 * 

That the post traders in the Whoop-Up country were involved 



WHOOP-UP COUNTRY 

in dubious trading practices characteristic of their kind is also 
clear. "Come over yourself," wrote Major Upham from the Black- 
foot Agency, "and see my new place. Plenty of room for sinching 
now without being observed." 35 

VHI 

While carrying out its primary mission of military protection 
for the Whoop-Up frontier, the army contributed materially to 
the social and cultural development of the region. Occasional 
campaigns took troops into the field for expeditions against hos 
tile Indians, but most of the soldier's time was spent on the post. 
Western commanders faced serious problems of morale created 
by the long months of dull and dreary tasks that filled recruits 
with a disgust for army life. 

Officers and their wives escaped from this boredom by creating 
a society in the tiny forts that seemed as rigid and as formal as 
the eastern community after which it was patterned. An endless 
round of parties, teas, literary and musical organizations kept 
them active and passed the time. 

Frequent visits to Fort Shaw by Northwest Mounted Police 
officers or British officials from across the nearby boundary were 
warmly welcomed as breaks in the routine. When Lord Lome, 
governor general of Canada, visited Fort Shaw, Mrs. Francis M. 
A. Hoe recorded in her diary that a "flutter of excitement passed 
through the whole garrison." She greatly admired the "gorgeous 
ly dressed police with their jaunty, side-tilted caps." But she 
wondered why the Canadian government forced these splendid 
troopers to mount "such wretched little beasts." 

Behind "filmy curtains" the officers' wives watched the recep 
tion on the parade ground for the visiting British officers. The 
smart appearance of the British impressed them greatly, wrote 
Mrs. Roe. "Presently without a stop, and as though it was the 
continuation of a melody, the first notes of 'God Save the Queen' 
were heard. Instantly, the head of every Englishman and Ca 
nadian was uncovered quietly, and without ostentation or the 
slightest break in the handshaking and talking. It was like a 
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militia movement by bugle call. They were at a military post of 
another nation, in the midst of being introduced to its officers, 
yet not one failed to remember and to remind, that he was an 
Englishman ever!" 36 

High desertion rates and excessive drinking among enlisted 
men prompted army officials to take steps designed to relieve the 
tedium of military life. While some commanders only added fur 
ther hours of drill and enlarged their guardhouses, others consci 
entiously sought solutions to these serious problems. 

Numerous factors explained the desertions from Forts Shaw 
and Assiniboine. Disillusionment with military life, the monot 
ony of army routine, the drabness of the surrounding plains, the 
ease of escape, and the promise of wealth in the gold fields or 
lucrative employment in frontier enterprises led many soldiers 
to give the army the "grand bounce." Whatever the motives, 
most officers believed that the army could lower substantially its 
desertion rate. 

One solution was the recruiting of young farmers and the re 
jection of workers or immigrants from the urban East. General 
John Gibbon advised the War Department to abandon its re 
cruiting in the cities and to concentrate "in the small towns, 
especially in the West, for the reason that a large percentage of 
deserters were enlisted in and about New York and the other 
great cities of the East." 37 Others rejected this suggestion claim 
ing that city men stayed in the army while country boys who 
knew something about farming deserted to work on nearby farms 
or ranches. For years the argument continued, but few construc 
tive measures resulted. 

Many commanders urged reforms to relieve the monotony of 
daily routines. Some encouraged both officers and men to hunt 
wild game on the surrounding plains. Others built gymnasiums, 
bowling alleys, and baseball fields for their troops and encour 
aged literary, musical, theatrical, and temperance organizations. 

A surprising range of social and cultural activities was offered 
soldiers on the larger posts. At Fort Shaw, in the early seventies, 
each company of the Seventh Infantry regiment had its own li- 
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brary of "books bearing marks of good usage." The Fort Shaw 
Dramatic Association presented frequent plays to enthusiastic 
soldier audiences as well as to citizens in surrounding commu 
nities. An excellent band, several active literary societies, and a 
temperance newspaper edited by W. EL Buck, later editor of the 
Fort Benton Record, were other activities conducted by soldiers. 

Perhaps the most interesting contribution to the district was 
the formation of post schools. Under the direction of officers or 
enlisted men whose training suggested pedagogical qualifications, 
day classes were held for the community's children and night 
classes for soldiers. 

Standards were not high in these army schools but they more 
than equaled those in other frontier communities. A reporter for 
the Helena Weekly Independent believed the school at Fort As- 
siniboine a valuable experiment and found instructors with east 
ern college degrees conducting classes. 

Official army reports were less optimistic. Inspectors for the 
Department of Dakota emphasized the shortage of skilled teach 
ers as the most serious weakness of the schools. Equipment at 
both posts was rated "good," but books at Fort Shaw were re 
garded as only "fair." 38 By 1884 the inspector could conclude 
his report with the heartening observation that "good public 
schools on the posts are now considered almost as necessary as 
food for the general welfare." 
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*HE INDIANS north and south of the Interna 
tional boundary are one people, severed politically by an invisible 
line." 1 This observation by Police Commissioner Gilbert M. 
Sproat in 1878 stated simply the dilemma of the Blackfoot peo 
ple. North American political development divided them, destroy 
ing a regional pattern of living confirmed by generations of 
experience. And it complicated local problems by making them 
international. 

Blackfeet on both sides of the boundary suffered much the 
same fate. Smallpox, tuberculosis, measles, trachoma, syphilis, 
and other diseases from the white man's world took a heavy toll. 
Whisky, firearms, and the destruction of native resources under 
mined their self-sufficiency, reducing them to dependence upon 
the white man's technology. Disruption of native religions and 
cultures with the accompanying disintegration of tribal life and 
loss of individual ambition destroyed morale, leaving the In 
dians spiritually as well as materially poor. 

The white man, goaded by imperialistic ambitions, pushed the 
Blackfeet and their neighbors rudely aside, seizing their lands 
and wealth. This was accomplished on both sides of the bound 
ary behind the fagade of laws written and executed by white 
men. 

In both Wests, the story is one of conflict between primitive 
and civilized peoples. On the American side, this conflict was 
continuous, with unceasing guerrilla warfare punctuated by occa- 
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sional formal military campaigns. To the north, lack of popula 
tion pressure permitted a more orderly development. But the 
Manitoba insurrection in 1869 and the Saskatchewan rebellion 
of 1885 were armed conflicts arising from the same basic friction 
between whites and natives. 2 

Attitudes toward the Indians in the two countries were not as 
different as the contrasting experience in the West might sug 
gest. General of the Army W. T. Sherman in his blunt manner 
reduced all viewpoints to two simple classifications: "one de 
manding the utter extinction of the Indians, and the other full 
of love for their conversion to civilization and Christianity." 8 
These extremes existed but public opinion was far more diverse 
than he imagined. 

Humanitarian sentiments in eastern North America were 
aroused by the fate of the plains Indian. Safely remote from the 
frontier in time and distance, easterners could afford a more ob 
jective viewpoint than pioneers who daily faced the problems of 
living with armed savages. In the United States, the reforming 
zeal of the pre-Civil War years still burned in many hearts. Just 
as the abolition crusade brought forth its polemic literature, so 
this one lead to an outpouring of books and pamphlets. Helen 
Hunt Jackson's A Century of Dishonor, like Harriet Beecher 
Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin, struck a responsive note in Amer 
ican hearts. 

But men of good will could not agree on the nature of Indian 
character or on the correct policies to ensure justice to the red 
men. Most regarded them as children, thus oversimplifying the 
problems of culture conflict and adjustment. Professor Macoun 
expressed the popular view that Indians could be educated to 
the white man's way of life easily and quickly. "There is no rea 
son why an Indian child should not read the same stories, see 
the same pictures, have the same teaching, and therefore, think 
the same thoughts as our children." 4 If treated with justice and 
humanity, Indians would respond with honesty and gratitude. 
In the end, they could be refashioned in the white man's image, 
an objective shared by most humanitarians. 
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Above all, the Indians must be treated with "boundless pa 
tience." American experience, wrote Nicholas Davin to Prime 
Minister Macdonald after his study of Indian educational pro 
grams in the United States, proved that "no race of men can 
suddenly be turned from one set of pursuits to another set of a 
wholly different nature without great attendant distress." 5 

But whatever their estimate of Indian nature or its future un 
der white domination, humanitarians were agreed that the "In 
dian problem" could be solved within the bounds of Christian 
morality. 

Sentimentalists confused the picture by creating false images 
of the Indian and by ignoring the realities facing government 
officials. To many romanticists the Indian remained the noble 
savage of James Fenimore Cooper or Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
possessing a natural dignity, simplicity, and virtue. "Poor, poor 
fellow!" wrote the explorer Captain Butler; "crimes he may have 
and plenty, but his noble traits spring from no book-learning, 
from no schoolcraft, from the preaching of no pulpit; they come 
from the instinct of good which the Great Spirit has taught him 
. . ." 6 From such a comment it was an easy step for remote east 
ern readers to invest the red man with a nobility that ruled out 
such traits as cruelty, dishonesty, or guile. 

Romanticists publicized nai've views of Indian character and 
life during the seventies. The British novelist William Black, 
whose books were widely read on both sides of the Atlantic, 
typified this tendency. "The Indian by tradition and instinct is 
a gentleman. Of all the races of the world he is the nearest ap 
proach one can get to the good old English squire. He loves 
horses; he gives up his life to hunting and shooting and fishing." 7 

"Lo, the poor Indian" sentimentalists created so great a gulf 
between the image and the reality that they did the Indians a 
disservice. Their writings handicapped the humanitarians by dis 
torting the plea for justice into a caricature. Their apparent 
assumption that a few thousand savages should remain in pos 
session of the northwestern plains ignored the dynamics of west 
ward expansion. 
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Officials in Washington as well as in Ottawa sought a humani 
tarian policy. "The Indian policy of the United States is philan- 
thropical," correctly observed William Shepherd, but efforts to 
implement it were frustrated by the mores of the frontier com 
munity. 

Westerners, as we have seen in previous chapters, turned to 
an extermination policy. This drastic solution, costly in blood 
and treasure and productive of injustice, grew as much from fear 
and frustration as from callous greed. But if a rationalization 
were needed, westerners could point to the doctrine of natural 
selection, the defense of imperialism so popular in European and 
eastern circles. The Indian would vanish, whatever the official 
policy; it was his destiny. 

n 

Missionary enterprise in the Whoop-Up country was a bright 
spot in an otherwise dark picture. The selfless devotion of Chris 
tian missionaries, both Catholic and Protestant, is in striking 
contrast to the exploitative character of most white relationships 
with the natives. 

Catholic missionaries began their work among the Blackfeet 
when the famous Jesuit missionary Father Pierre-Jean De Smet 
visited them on his trips to the Flatheads in the forties. Though 
this energetic priest traveled through the Whoop-Up country 
many times, his dream of establishing a mission among the 
Blackfeet never materialized. 

Father De Smet was the first to learn the difficulties facing 
Christian missions in this region. The Blackfeet came to trust 
the black-robed priest. His friendly spirit and genuine compas 
sion won a ready welcome in their camps and he traveled through 
the Whoop-Up country when other men feared to pass. But the 
Blackfeet, unlike the eager Flatheads or the receptive Crows and 
Sioux, received the Christian gospel with little enthusiasm. 

Father De Smet knew the plains and mountains of the North 
west and felt the challenge of Blackfoot paganism as few others. 
During the early forties, he converted several friendly Black- 
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feet, visitors among tlie Flatheads. Later, in 1845, during the 
coldest winter months, he traveled south from Eocky Mountain 
House into Whoop-Up country hoping to reach the Piegans with 
his message. He failed to find them and suffered so much from 
the hardships of winter travel that he was forced to abandon his 
search. 

The following year, however, he resumed his mission. After 
negotiating a peace between the Blackfeet and Flatheads, he left 
Father Nicholas Point with the Piegans during the winter of 
1846-47. Nearly five hundred children were baptized and a num 
ber of marriages solemnized. 

Despite these promising beginnings, Catholic missions among 
the Blackfeet did not prosper. Father De Smet felt that their im 
moderate use of liquor, their polygamous customs, their many 
superstitions, and their nomadic character were formidable bar 
riers to the propagation of the gospel. 8 

Later explorers confirmed his judgment and found few lasting 
effects from early missionary efforts. The Blackfeet looked upon 
Christian symbols, especially the crucifix, as part of the white 
man's superior magic, conferring peculiar powers upon the bearer. 
They were disillusioned to discover that wearing the crucifix did 
not protect them from harm in battle or give them superiority 
over their enemies. 

The Indians quickly lapsed into their old customs once the 
missionary departed. 9 Permanent missions were the answer to 
this problem and two Catholic outposts were established along 
the edge of the Whoop-Up country. In the fifties, Father Albert 
Lacombe founded his famous mission on Lac Ste Anne, from 
which he ministered to the Blackfeet tribes. During the following 
decade, American Catholics founded St. Peter's mission on the 
Teton River. While it was also outside the region normally in 
habited by the Blackfeet, itinerant priests from the mission went 
deep into the Whoop-Up country to reach the Piegans, Bloods, 
and Blackfeet. 

Many of the explorers believed that the Catholic ritual and 
formality created a deep impression upon the Blackfeet. Priestly 
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garb, moreover, set the Catholic missionary apart from other 
white men, most of whom had come to prey upon the Indians. 
"What an advantage Rome has," wrote the Earl of Southesk. 
"Protestants constantly send vulgar, underbred folk to supply 
their missions, Rome sends polished, highly-educated gentle 
men." 10 

One reason for Southesk's judgment was the high caliber of 
the first Catholic missionaries in the Whoop-Up country. Both 
Father De Smet and Father Lacombe were illustrious examples. 
Another factor impressing the Earl was the European back 
ground and training of the Catholic missionaries. But the Black- 
feet, despite the exertions of dedicated men, were very slow to 
abandon the faith of their fathers, preferring to cling to a "medi 
cine" that had served them through many centuries. 

Protestant missions among the Blackfeet were equally unre 
warding until the eighties. As early as the forties, the Reverend 
Robert T. Rundle began the important Wesleyan missionary 
work among the North Assiniboins or Stonies. The Reverend 
Thomas Woolsey continued this work in the fifties and George 
McDougall and his son John carried it forward through the 
seventies. 

In apparent defiance of scriptural prophecy, the gospel seed 
scattered among the Stonies prospered, particularly after the 
McDougalls established their mission at Morleyville on the Bow 
River at the foot of the mountains. Here from 1873 onward, the 
Reverend John McDougall preached and practiced a muscular 
Christianity that greatly influenced the development of the 
Whoop-Up country, though his work among the Blackfeet was 
limited. 

John McDougall was an unusual combination of vigorous 
plainsman and man of God. His biting criticisms of the Lord's 
enemies made him the most controversial man in the region. 
Despite adverse comment from eastern Methodists, he continued 
trading with the Indians at Morleyville in partnership with his 
brother David to combine profits with preaching. To advice that 
a man of God should remain above the corrupting influences of 

138 



ONE PEOPLE, DIVIDED 

commerce, McDougall had a ready and spirited defense. Fur 
trading kept his mission solvent and McDougall was a practical 
man who believed there "must always be adaptation to condi 
tions, as they are found. 53 " 

These trading activities brought him into conflict with the 
free traders in the region. The Fort Benton men, smarting under 
the parson's bitter invective, denounced the trader-preacher as 
guilty of the sins he condemned. One critic publicly accused 
McDougall of ending each sermon with an invitation to the 
Indians to pass into the trading room where his brother would 
care for their needs. 12 

These were exaggerated charges but they reflected the distrust 
raised by McDougalTs worldly activities. "Reverend John" fur 
ther alienated Whoop-Up traders and fellow missionaries by his 
outspoken defense of the Hudson's Bay Company. This loyalty 
to the company, cemented by his sister's marriage to Richard 
Hardisty, the chief factor at Fort Edmonton, expressed itself in 
many ways. 

Frequent reports from Morleyville kept Hudson's Bay officials 
apprised of Whoop-Up developments. McDougall pleaded with 
the company to defend more vigorously its interests in the re 
gion, and he was greatly disappointed by the company's lack of 
enthusiasm for his projects. The missionary keenly resented the 
intrusion of the free traders into Canada. He used his influence 
among the Indians to divert their trade to the Hudson's Bay 
Company and urged the Dominion government to intervene. To 
McDougall, the conflict was one of morality against unrighteous 
ness since the Hudson's Bay Company had abandoned the rum 
trade. 

Religious sentiments were reinforced by national feelings, for 
McDougall could not forgive the traders for their American na 
tionality. His exaggerated accounts of frontier life in Benton 
were strongly tinged by this bias, for he could see little good in 
American society, especially in the West. He even resented the 
Yankee accents of the Blackfeet when they spoke English! 13 

McDougall's partisanship for the Hudson's Bay Company 
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aroused the ire of other missionaries. The Reverend William 
Newton, Anglican missionary at Fort Edmonton, deplored the 
influence of the Wesleyans with officials at the post and called 
the company "a trading corporation which existed for gain, and 
made it at any cost." McDougalTs defense of the company he 
believed was "simply pretentious nonsense. I have myself seen, 
in the Mountain Fort, a curious arrangement for serving out 
rum in trade with the Blackfeet, and near Edmonton Fort is 
'Drunken Lake* keeping up the tradition of Hudson Bay's most 
unholy rites a tradition not likely to be soon extinguished." 14 

"Reverend John's" fearless denunciations of the whisky trade 
brought results. His books and articles helped to arouse Cana 
dian public opinion, but his harsh indictments of the traders led 
to numerous unpleasant incidents with his neighbors. McDoug- 
all's stout spirit only found these clashes exhilarating, and he 
ridiculed fellow missionaries who lacked the "manhood" to live 
an equally dangerous life. Few plainsmen could outride, outhunt, 
or outshoot the prairie parson who believed that life was forever 
a struggle. Individuals as well as nations "must war and fight 
and campaign and struggle and meet disease and calamity in 
order to be saved from inertia and destruction." 15 None of his 
critics ever accused "Reverend John" of suffering from inertia. 

McDougall pictured the crudity of frontier settlement in ex 
aggerated language. He saw little but the wickedness that ac 
companied it. "If these were the only products of our modern 
progress," he wrote of Fort Benton's population, "then, for God's 
sake and humanity's also, give us barbarism." With thanksgiv 
ing he returned to the simplicity of mission life where his will 
prevailed. 

To the south, another Methodist missionary exerted consid 
erable influence in removing the evil that McDougall deplored. 
W. W. Van Orsdel came west from Pennsylvania in June 1872 to 
preach to the Blackfeet. Earlier Protestant attempts had failed, 
notably those under the two Presbyterians, E. D. Mackey in 
1856 and George G. Smith ten years later. Despite the unprom 
ising appearance of missionary enterprise among these Indians, 
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Van Orsdel determined to establish a Protestant mission at the 
Blackfoot Agency. 

The young Pennsylvanian quickly won the respect and affec 
tion of the Indians. To them he became "Great Heart/' a tribute 
to his warm understanding and ready sympathy. To white 
settlers, who recognized the same qualities, he became "Brother 
Van." 

"Brother Van" stayed with the Blackfeet only one year. Then 
he concluded that he could not conscientiously continue his min 
istry with the Indians until white society around them improved. 
Unlike "Reverend John," who fled the evil of his fellow whites, 
"Brother Van" returned to preach a message of justice for the 
Indians. 

With this decision, Van Orsdel became Montana's famous 
frontier circuit rider, preaching and singing his way through the 
territory. With great enthusiasm, though without rancor or bit 
terness, he devoted his life to making Montana a stable com 
munity. He founded nearly one hundred churches, many of them 
in the Whoop-TJp country. 16 But not until 1893 was a permanent 
Protestant mission established among the Blackfoot people south 
of the boundary. 

Blackfoot slowness to accept Christianity was not due to their 
lack of interest in religion. Early explorers universally credited 
them with a deeper and more sincere religious spirit than their 
neighbors. 

Travelers through the region found many reasons for this re 
luctance. Many deplored the spirit of factionalism and partisan 
ship that confused the Indians. "It is unfortunately true," wrote 
Captain Butler, "that the jarring interests of different denomi 
nations have sometimes induced them to introduce into the field 
of Indian theology that polemical rancour which so unhappily 
distinguishes more civilized communities." 17 

Other problems handicapped the missionaries. They experi 
enced great difficulty in expressing the "true character of reli 
gious enterprise" to the natives. Southesk discovered an Indian 
who denied any desire to go to the white man's heaven where 
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he must sit still and sing psalms all day. He preferred to go to 
hell where "though in great pain, he could walk about." Chris 
tian theology baffled many Indians, leading one chief to remark 
that he could not accept the white man's religion since it was no 
good. "God came on earth; white man kill him. Indian wouldn't 
do that." 18 

Lack of concentrated effort further weakened missionary ef 
forts. Both Protestants and Catholics traveled too much in this 
region; their work was extensive rather than intensive, and suf 
fered as a consequence. Captain Palliser also thought that to be 
truly successful, missionary enterprise should "commence far 
away from white settlers." Frequent contacts with the traders 
demoralized the Blackfeet and kept them in "an unequal com 
petition that must and has always proved fatal to them." 19 

Whatever the causes, Christian missions were singularly inef 
fective among the Blackfeet in the early years. Few adults em 
braced the white man's religion. 

in 

Fifty years after Captain Meriwether Lewis' encounter with 
the Piegans on the Marias River, the Blackfeet signed their first 
treaty with the United States. This treaty, one of many nego 
tiated with plains tribes before the Civil War, provided for "per 
petual peace" between the American government and the Black- 
foot confederacy. It also called for peace between the Blackfeet 
and their neighbors. Tribal hunting grounds were carefully de 
fined to prevent clashes between the nomadic Indians. 

The Treaty of 1855 also exacted numerous concessions from 
the Indians. Peaceful passage by American citizens was assured 
and the government was given the right to construct roads, rail 
ways, military posts, and other public installations. In return 
for these rights, the government agreed to pay the Indians goods 
valued at $0,000 annually and to appropriate $15,000 each year 
for education in the "agricultural and mechanical pursuits." 

Within a short time the peace provisions were violated, for 
the treaty was not yet ratified in Washington when the Black- 
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feet were again at war. They remained free of troubles with 
whites, however, for the filament of settlement reached only a 
few miles west of the Missouri River. Whoop-Up country was still 
a red man's land. 

During this period of isolation, the Indian Bureau set up ma 
chinery to regulate and assist the Indians in their transition to 
sedentary life. Despite the distractions of the Civil War, the 
government launched a fourfold program to provide the Indians 
with the "necessaries of life," to teach them to earn "their sub 
sistence by labor on the soil," to designate reserves where they 
could reside free from white intrusion, and to protect their lands 
from greedy whites. 20 

Laudable as these objectives seemed in Washington, they were 
only partially achieved. Uncertain communications often pre 
vented the Blackfoot Agency from receiving the annual Indian 
payments and also isolated agents from government decisions. 

Indian Bureau officials turned at once to fulfilling their treaty 
obligations. Within two years after ratification, they established 
the Sun River farm and sent out an instructor and several farm 
workers to teach the Indians the rudiments of agriculture. They 
also began experiments to find fruits, vegetables, and small 
grains suitable for the region. 

During its initial years, the Sun River farm seemed promising. 
Land was put under cultivation; Indians came to learn the arts 
of the white man's husbandry; and experiments with vegetables 
and grains proved modestly successful. Located on the river 
bottoms where good soil and ample water were available, the 
farm was considered a major contribution in civilizing the Black- 
feet. 

In 1864s, three separate floods inundated the farm, sweeping 
away buildings and equipment and ruining the crops. During 
succeeding seasons, drought, grasshoppers, and untimely frosts 
killed enthusiasm for the project. In the same year, the gold 
rushes raised the price of labor more than 200 per cent, making 
it impossible to retain farm hands on government wages. 

A growing disillusionment with the farm as an educational 

143 



WHOOP-UP COUNTRY 

scheme further blighted the experiment. As early as 1862, the 
Blackfoot agent Henry W. Reid feared that the hopes held out 
for Indian agriculture would prove illusory, for the Sun River 
farm had been of no "practical value to the Indian whatever." 21 
Only one Indian, Chief Little Dog, appeared seriously interested 
in the opportunity to learn "practical farming" from government 
agents. 

By 1864 the farm was virtually unused. When the new agent, 
Gad E. Upson, arrived to inspect it, he found the buildings in a 
"dilapidated condition," only a few acres under cultivation, and 
everything on the reservation displaying "gross neglect, and the 
utter absence of all effort or interest in the protection of the 
property belonging to the farm." 22 Soon Blackfoot depredations 
forced complete abandonment and the Sun River farm joined 
the long list of noble experiments that failed. 

Officials, both in Fort Benton and in Washington, urged re 
forms during the decade from 1855 to 1865. The reservation sys 
tem came under considerable criticism. A study in 1863 led the 
commissioner of Indian affairs to conclude that it was correct 
in theory but open to grave errors in practice. The "worst classes 
of our own people" gathered around the reservations and "by 
means of gambling, the whiskey traffic and every species of vice 
and immorality," plundered the government and debauched the 
Indians. 28 

To protect the Blackfeet from this fate, Indian officials dis 
cussed the idea of creating an "Indian Territory" in the Whoop- 
Up country. This reserve, forever closed to white men, would 
stretch from the Missouri River to the international boundary. 
Gold rushes made this plan impracticable almost at the moment 
of Its birth. The Sun River stampede in the winter of 1866 
brought more than five hundred miners into the Blackfoot coun 
try in a few weeks. 

During these critical years the Indians were poorly served by 
their agents. Ten different men held the post between 1865 and 
1874, yet at several crucial times the Indians had no agent to 
protect their interests. After one stretch of eighteen months 
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without an agent, the Indians concluded that the "Great Father" 
in Washington had forgotten them. 24 

Fort Benton proved a poor choice for the agency. Numerous 
incidents between transient miners and visiting Indians poisoned 
relations between the two races. By 1865, a guerrilla warfare 
settled over the Whoop-Up country. Most of the Indians re 
mained peaceful, but war parties of young braves raided outlying 
settlements and plundered small parties of travelers. 

In this unpromising atmosphere, the government negotiated 
a new treaty with the chiefs to secure cession of all lands south 
of the Missouri River. Blackfoot depredations, however, led the 
secretary of interior to pigeonhole the treaty since the Indians 
had violated its provisions. Lacking Senate consent, it was not 
a treaty, a legal distinction the Indians found difficult to under 
stand. White men appropriated the lands but the government 
made no payments. To the victims, the difference between gov 
ernment policy and unauthorized action by individuals was a 
phase of American democracy too subtle for unsophisticated 
minds. 

A growing whisky trade in the Whoop-Up country added to 
the Indian Bureau's problems. Special agent Henry W. Eeid re 
ported that nearly every boat ascending the river carried a cargo 
of whisky. By the Indian Act of 1834, this was illegal, and Indian 
agents urged the government to send troops, but frontier police 
duties seemed unimportant to a government engaged in a great 
Civil War. 

The "Blackfoot War" from 1863 to 1870 was part of a general 
restlessness among plains Indians. It was suppressed with the 
same ineptitude and disregard for justice that marked Indian 
administration in other western territories. 

Territorial officials were singularly unfitted for these trying 
times. Many of them prostituted public welfare to individual 
glory as Indian fighters. Acting Governor Thomas F. Meagher 
aggravated Indian problems during his brief administration by 
playing upon public fears to rehabilitate his waning political 
fortunes. Others, ambitious for economic gain, supported his 
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drastic measures to line their pockets at federal expense. 25 "The 
public danger is apt to be magnified by parties whose interests 
lie in the promotion of military schemes that will cause the dis 
bursement of money or will furnish employment for the other 
wise idle," General P. R. De Trobriand warned his superiors 
from Fort Shaw. 

This brilliant officer scorned the public hysteria as syntheti 
cally created by the self-seeking schemes of dishonest men. "The 
only Indians within reach," he wrote General Greene in Novem 
ber 1869, "are decidedly friendly, and nothing could be worse, 
I think, than to chastise them for offenses of which they are not 
guilty." 26 

General Alfred Sully disagreed with the Fort Shaw commander. 
From his office as superintendent of Indian affairs in Helena, he 
urged a firm military policy against the tribes. Perhaps the con 
stant public clamor in the capital city and the promptings of 
scheming friends influenced his judgment. 

The depredations of a raiding party of Piegans in August 1869 
finally led to a military intervention. This party, seeking revenge 
for the murder of two Piegans in Fort Benton, moved deep into 
the Prickly Pear valley, looting and pillaging. Among its victims 
was Malcolm Clarke, a widely known and respected pioneer. His 
murder inflamed public opinion against the Blackfeet just as the 
earlier killing of John Bozeman had aroused passions against the 
Indians in the Gallatin valley. Angry and frightened settlers de 
manded military action. 

Disturbed by the mounting agitation in Montana and con 
fused by conflicting reports from commanders in the region, 
Lieutenant General Philip H. Sheridan sent General James A. 
Hardie to investigate. His reports emphasized that the depreda 
tions were isolated reprisals by hot-blooded youths who could 
not be restrained by the chiefs. There was no general Indian up 
rising. 

A proper policy under these circumstances was to arrest the 
guilty individuals. Army officers were unable to execute this pro 
gram, for no civil court in Montana would convict a white man 
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guilty of an offense against an Indian. General Sully admitted 
lie could lay his hands on the men guilty of the Piegan murders 
in Fort Benton, but their arrest would be useless since the courts 
would free them as a matter of course. In the face of these in 
justices, army officers reported that the Indians were driven to 
use force to avenge their dead. 

General Hardie also learned that the international character 
of the Blackfeet complicated local problems. When sought by 
American officials, the Indians simply fled across the boundary 
into British territory. This easy escape into an unpoliced region 
irritated American officers. General Sully finally concluded that 
his basic problem was not in dealing with the Indians but was 
"more a matter between the United States and English govern 
ments . . ." His frustrations led him to propose that military 
personnel should cross the forty-ninth parallel to capture the 
red-skinned criminals. 

Another source of irritation was the frequency with which In 
dians from north of the boundary visited Benton demanding an 
nuity payments. Since these nomads recognized no international 
boundary in their wanderings, to determine their nationality was 
a fine point. Acting Governor Meagher, however, believed that 
Indians who fled across the boundary to seek shelter in a foreign 
country should no longer be regarded as parties to American 
treaties. 21 His argument later became a familiar one when Ameri 
can officials faced the question of what to do with the refugee 
Sioux who crossed into the Northwest Territories after the battle 
of the Little Big Horn. 

Frequent charges linked the Hudson's Bay Company to In 
dian thefts south of the boundary. Sworn affidavits from numer 
ous witnesses convinced American officers that stolen horses and 
mules found a ready market across the forty-ninth parallel. 
Whether true or not, army officers suspected company policy of 
provoking much of their trouble. 

To restore peace to the troubled region, Superintendent Sully 
and United States Marshal W. F. Wheeler called a conference 
of Blackfoot chiefs at the new agency on the Teton River. Here 
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on New Year's Day 1870, the two officers delivered an ultima 
tum to the assembled chiefs. They must keep their young men 
under control and raids against white settlers must cease. Stolen 
horses and livestock must be returned to their owners and the 
murderers of Malcolm Clarke surrendered within two weeks. Un 
less these demands were met, the government would consider 
that a state of war existed with the Blackfeet. 

General Sully exceeded his orders in his effort to intimidate 
the Indians. Without authorization from Washington, he blandly 
informed the chiefs that the British government had granted 
him permission "to cross the line with our troops." Later he re 
ported that this threat affected the Indians more than anything 
else he said. 28 

General Sully hoped to coerce the Indians without resort to 
force. But his action embarrassed army officers, who quickly 
came to the conclusion that an unenforced ultimatum would 
encourage further depredations. Even General De Trobriand re 
versed his earlier position to urge "a sharp and severe blow upon 
some guilty band as an example to the rest." 29 

Blunt warnings to the Indians had failed and more raiding 
parties than ever roamed the Whoop-Up country. To harassed 
army officers the argument for a punitive expedition became 
increasingly attractive. A surprise attack upon an unsuspecting 
band, thought General De Trobriand, would not only be a pun 
ishment for past crimes but a move to prevent further aggres 
sions. 30 

In Chicago, General Sheridan welcomed De Trobriand's ad 
vice for a preventive war. In October, the fiery cavalryman had 
planned that kind of a campaign. "About the time of a good 
heavy snow," he wrote General E. D. Townshend, "I will send 
out a party and try and strike them. About the 15th of January 
they will be very helpless, and if where they live is not too far 
from Shaw or Ellis, we might be able to give them a good hard 
blow, which will make peace a desirable object/* 81 

Meantime, General Sully also reversed his position. Concerned 
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over the possible consequences of a military campaign, he now 
urged moderation toward the Indians. "For the present," he 
wrote General Hardie on January 13, "no blood should be shed, 
if it is possible to avoid it." 

Two days later, General Sheridan dispatched his orders to De 
Trobriand. "If the lives and property of the citizens of Montana 
can best be protected by striking Mountain Chiefs band, I want 
them struck. Tell Baker to strike them hard." 32 

On January 19, in subzero weather, Major Eugene Baker led 
his column out of Fort Shaw "to strike them hard." His orders 
commanded him to attack the Piegan band of Mountain Chief, 
but to avoid the friendly Piegan and Blood bands camped near 
by. Scout Joe Kipp, half-breed son of the famous American Fur 
Company trader, guided the expedition. Complete secrecy pre 
vented the whisky traders at Fort Benton from warning their 
Indian friends of the impending attack. 

At eight o'clock on the morning of January 3, Major Baker 
attacked an Indian camp on the Marias River. When the smoke 
of battle cleared away, 173 Indians, men, women, and children 
lay dead. But they were not Mountain Chiefs Piegans. This was 
Heavy Runner's camp of friendly Indians, then suffering from 
a severe epidemic of smallpox. 

News of the brutal attack prompted immediate protests as a 
wave of resentment swept the country. Humanitarians quickly 
labeled it a "massacre," which indeed it was. 

Army officers, always reluctant to admit combat errors, denied 
that a mistake had been made! Mountain Chief, they claimed, 
had escaped in the confusion. Since this was transparently false, 
it cast a shadow of doubt on all army claims and encouraged 
wild rumors. Major Baker was accused of being drunk during 
the attack and of deliberately destroying a friendly camp despite 
Joe Eapp's warnings. Story after story went the rounds but army 
officers dismissed them all as fabrications of the corrupt "Indian 
ring." 

Captain W. F. Butler, innocent of the facts and anxious to 
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discredit American Indian administration, recorded one of these 
fictitious yarns as a factual account in his Great Lone Land. 

"Here is the story of the raid as told me by a miner whose 
'pal' was present in the scene/' wrote the British explorer. 

"It was a little afore day when the boys came upon two red 
skins in a gulf near-away to the Sun river. They caught the 
darned red devils and strapped them on a horse, and swore that 
if they didn't just lead the way to their camp that they'd blow 

their b brains out; and Jim Baker wasn't the coon to go 

under if he said he'd do it no, you bet he wasn't. So the red 
devils showed the trail, and soon the boys came out on a wide 
gulf, and saw down below the lodges of the Tagans.' 

"Baker says, 'Now, boys,' says he, 'thar's the devils and just 
you go in and clear them out. No darned prisoners, you know; 
Uncle Sam ain't agoin' to keep prisoners, I guess. No darned 
squaws or young uns, but just kill 'em all, squaws and all . . .' 
I say, mister, that Baker's a bell-ox among sodgers, you bet." 33 

Later Captain Butler was surprised to discover that the sur 
viving Piegans spoke of the attack as "the fortune of war." This 
attitude the explorer could forgive, but for the American "out- 
scourings of Europe" he had only contempt. Had he truly sought 
an understanding of the tragedy, he would have questioned the 
Indians carefully about their hatred for Joe Kipp. To the Pie 
gans, the half-breed Kipp was responsible, and they never forgave 
him. 

Eastern critics denounced the incident as another "Chivington 
massacre," a disgrace to American arms. Many eastern newspa 
pers cited it as further proof that civil affairs must never be 
placed under army administration, for the army's training was 
to fight. If problems were not easily resolved by other means, 
impatient army officers were quick to cut Gordian knots with 
the sword. 

Westerners, however, applauded the army's direct methods. 
General De Trobriand's argument that the expedition was a 
salutary lesson to the Blackfeet struck a responsive note. Dur 
ing later years, pioneers pointed to the lack of serious Indian 
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troubles in the Whoop-Up country as proof that Major Baker 
solved the problem once and for all. 

w 

"It is fair to assume that no Indian policy could be worse than 
that maintained by the United States ... It is the great evil 
of the day." 3 * This judgment by a Montana editor in 1877 sum 
marized accurately public sentiment throughout the nation. 

Ironically, public opinion indicted a policy that had grown 
out of a genuine concern for the Indians' welfare. Condemned 
from that day to this, the program was launched as a "Peace 
Policy" to quiet the strife between white man and red, and to 
bring justice to a forgotten people. 85 

The inauguration of Ulysses S. Grant in 1869 brought a new 
approach to the "Indian problem." Distressed by the sordid 
story of America's mistreatment of her aborigines, the soldier 
President turned to humanitarians for advice. A commission 
composed of ten distinguished citizens was appointed and a full- 
blooded Indian, Genral Ely S. Parker, guided the new policy as 
commissioner of Indian affairs. A cooperative Congress appro 
priated $,000,000 to finance the program. 

Grant's "Peace Policy" introduced four important changes. 
The plains Indians were to be dismounted, disarmed, and placed 
on suitable reservations where they could take up the white 
man's agriculture. Educational programs were devised to dis 
sipate the "clouds of ignorance and superstition" and to teach 
them agricultural and mechanical skills. Further, the unrealistic 
treaty system based on the fiction of tribal sovereignty was 
abandoned in 1871. Finally, the government sought to assist the 
individual Indian directly rather than through the tribe. 36 

To execute this high-minded program, the President called in 
religious leaders. Church groups, especially the Quakers, recom 
mended agents for appointment. President Grant also looked to 
the army to provide agents, particularly in the Dakota superin- 
tendency and in the Pacific Northwest. 

The "Peace Policy" promised much; yet within a few years 
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Indian affairs were in a worse state than ever. Secretary Parker 
resigned, falsely charged with corruption; the Commission's per 
sonnel was radically changed to make it a pliant tool; and open 
scandals discredited the Indian Bureau. When President Grant 
retired from office in 1877, only the wreckage of his policy re 
mained as evidence of his good intentions. On the plains, the In 
dians were in open revolt, ready to launch the last of their great 
wars against white imperialism. 

The fate of the Blackfeet was typical of the failure of the en 
tire policy. A fundamental administrative weakness paralyzed 
Grant's program by dividing authority between the Interior and 
War departments. Conflicting lines of responsibility frustrated 
conscientious army officers in their efforts to assist the Indians, 
while politically appointed agents remained virtually free of ef 
fective supervision. The Indians were the chief victims in the 
resulting confusion. 

Widespread corruption among Indian agents further under 
mined the "Peace Policy." The low morale of government service 
during Grant's administration was particularly evident in the 
Indian Bureau, where numerous opportunities for pelf attracted 
dishonest men. The Reverend John McDougall concluded after 
his several visits to the Blackfoot Agency in the seventies that 
"the government and the Indians were, both of them, looked upon 
by the ordinary Government employee as legitimate prey." S7 

This corruption was universally known throughout the West. 
"The utter mismanagement of Indian affairs in general has be 
come a by-word in the community," commented the editor of 
the Fort Benton Record in 1875. Later, the newspaper listed 
some of the favorite methods of cheating the Indians steel 
spades made of sheet iron, cast-iron axes, pasteboard shoes, rot 
ten clothing, forty dozen elastic garters to a tribe "which did not 
boast a single pair of stockings," diseased cattle and spoiled flour 
for rations. "It is no great wonder that the Indian sometimes 
grows restive under such treatment and occasionally sharpens up 
his little tomahawk and goes for the scalp of some struggling 
settler." 38 
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Army officers resented Indian Bureau mismanagement, for 
subsequent Indian uprisings forced their troops into hard cam 
paigns. While commander at Fort Shaw, General John Gibbon 
filled his reports with sarcastic comments about Indian Bureau 
inefficiency. "The wonder is not that peculation should sometimes 
occur," he wrote, "but that it does not happen in all cases! 9 39 

Frequent scandals involving Indian agents appointed through 
religious organizations led the churches to deny responsibility 
for the "Peace Policy." The Rocky Mountain Conference of the 
Methodist Episcopal Church announced in 1876 that it had "no 
control over Indian agents supposed to be under her care, and 
is in no way responsible for the manner in which the agencies are 
conducted." 40 In the public mind, however, the churches suf 
fered great loss of prestige. J. H. D. Street's complaint to Terri 
torial Delegate Maginnis of "the high handed robbery of these 
Preacher Agents & their Fellow-partners" 41 was widely shared 
throughout the West. 

In general, westerners took a dim view of the "Peace Policy." 
Newspapers ridiculed it as "expounding gospel truths to squaws 
and papooses, while thousands of blood-thirsty cut-throats are 
permitted to roam the country at will . ." 42 Protests against 
eastern ignorance, indifference, and sentimentalism filled their 
columns. When it was all over, the Fort Benton Record com 
posed its epitaph: "The paternal Government has tried very 
many means of pacification whiskey, agencies, missionaries, 
Quakers, the clergy, the Bureau of the Interior, excursion trips 
to Washington to see the Great Father, liberal appropriations 
for gunpowder, mowing machines, patent churns, Spencer rifles 
and shoddy clothes . . ," 43 

A major Blackfoot grievance against the government was the 
steady reduction of their reservation. The failure of the treaties 
of 1865 and 1867 to win senatorial consent left the reservation 
a vaguely drawn territory north of the Missouri River, lacking 
precise legal definition. In 1873, and again in 1874, presidential 
orders reduced it to the region lying north of the Sun River; then 
to the area north of the Marias. 
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These changes were effected without compensation to the In 
dians, thus laying the basis for later claims against the govern 
ment. Moreover, the second executive order in 1874 was vigor 
ously opposed by the Indians. "The Indians residing upon this 
reservation are unanimous in their opposition to the change of 
the line/' wrote agent R. F. May to Major Maginnis in Wash 
ington. 44 

Nor did the alterations satisfy the cattlemen, businessmen, or 
land speculators who coveted the rich grasslands of the reserva 
tion. A steady stream of letters, petitions, and memorials flowed 
to Washington urging further cessions. Typical of the pressures 
exerted upon officials was C. A. Broadwater's plea to Martin 
Maginnis to have the boundaries redrawn to promote his specu 
lative interests in "choice spots on the Reservations." Broad- 
water also demanded support for larger appropriations to Fort 
Assiniboine, since he was the post trader for the northern gar 
rison. "Both I must have," he warned the delegate, "or damned 
if I don't go back on you next election." 45 

By 1876 the entire plains frontier was aflame with a general 
Indian war. The Blackfeet remained peaceful during the Sioux 
and Nez Perce wars, despite their many grievances against the 
white society around them. Frequent rumors of alliances with 
the hostiles frightened nervous settlers, but nothing came of 
them. 

Fort Benton lived through one alarm after another during 
these years. Unfounded rumors that Sitting Bull and his Sioux 
were moving into the Whoop-Up country often agitated the 
community. 

Excitement reached its zenith when Chief Joseph's Indians 
crossed the Missouri River at Cow Island on their journey north 
to the Bear Paw Mountains. Frightened citizens hurriedly or 
ganized a volunteer unit under the command of John J. Don 
nelly which rode off to relieve a beleaguered wagon train. Chief 
Joseph was gone when the Benton men reached the island, but 
they returned to a hero's welcome. Later they formed the "Ben- 
ton Home Guards" to protect the river town. "Colonel" Don- 
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nelly, "Lieutenant" Johnny Healy, and "Second Lieutenant" 
John H. Evans commanded this troop of former Whoop-Up 
traders, who revived for a brief moment the Indian fighting 
thrills of earlier years. 46 

These were only temporary flurries of excitement. More seri 
ous were the raids and depredations by Indians along the inter 
national boundary. Cattlemen, Indian agents, army officers, and 
the American tribes resented these intrusions by Canadian In 
dians who raided their herds or killed their scarce game. "The 
advantages of the 'Iron Line' so called by the Indians, are now 
well understood ... It enables them to leave their families in 
safety with their Grandmother while they are roaming America 
in search for horses and scalps," complained the Record. 47 

Mounted Police officers tried to stop these "pinto buffalo 9 * 
hunts and carefully returned stolen property to American own 
ers whenever possible. The incursions from the north were on 
too great a scale, however, to be regulated by the police. Ameri 
can officials estimated that more than five thousand Canadian 
Indians still roamed their plains in 1881. Canadian officials placed 
the number at twelve thousand! 48 Diplomatic protests to the 
British minister expressed American indignation, but the Cana 
dian Indians remained where they could find buffalo. 49 

Americans suspected that the Canadian government deliber 
ately encouraged the Indians to remain south of the boundary. 
These suspicions were well founded. Lieutenant Governor Ed 
gar B. Dewdney later admitted to his friends in Ottawa that he 
had encouraged the Indians to enter American territory. When 
Blackfoot chiefs came for help during the starvation period in 
1879, he "advised them strongly to go and gave them some pro 
vision to take them off." Again in 1880 he repeated the advice, 
defending his action with the argument that his shrewdness had 
saved the Dominion government "at least $100,000." 50 These 
Indians were annuitants under Treaty Seven signed at Black- 
foot Crossing in 1877, but the longer they lived from the yields 
of the chase, the longer the Canadian government could defer 
the expense and difficulty of settling them on their reserves. 
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Conflicting interpretations of the Indians' role during the 
eighties led to unpleasant incidents along the international bound 
ary. In Ottawa, officials viewed the American West as the same 
uninhabited wilderness as their own Northwest Territories and 
argued that the Indians should continue to follow the buffalo 
freely, ignoring the political boundary in their hunting. 

American officials, prompted by the rapid growth of the range 
cattle industry in Montana, rejected this Canadian doctrine of 
"free passage." Eventually the Canadian government proposed 
a system of passes for individual Indians to visit "relations and 
friends across the boundary." This program was no more accept 
able to the American government, however, than unrestricted 
passage, for it did not promise to halt "the incursions and depre 
dations of bodies of Indians." 51 

In 1882 the American government acted unilaterally to end 
the free movement of Canadian Indians and half-breeds across 
the boundary. Army troops forced them to return to their own 
hunting grounds, destroying their lodges and confiscating their 
goods if they returned. This drastic policy finally made the forty- 
ninth parallel a barrier to the northern Indians. From that time 
onward the Blackfeet were truly one people divided by an in 
visible line. 
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'HILE a great Civil War raged far to the east, 
Fort Benton emerged a hustling commercial center, abandoning 
forever its modest role as a fur trading post. Few towns have 
played so important a part in the growth of a region, for through 
Benton flowed the commerce of a great inland empire. From 
Wyoming deep into British North America, the plains country 
paid tribute to the little inland port. 

Gold unleashed the forces which transformed Benton. The 
Montana village was the end of a long trip up the Big Muddy; 
from Benton the gold-seekers rode or walked. Virginia City, 
Bannack, Last Chance Gulch these were the magic names 
which lured thousands to the Shining Mountains. And most 
reached these El Dorados by the slow and hazardous, but pref 
erable, journey up the winding river. 

"All trails lead out of Benton" was a familiar saying on the 
northern plains. To a surprising degree it was true. Benton was 
the anchor end of the famous Mullan road to Walla Walla, as 
well as the terminus of the Helena road to the gold fields, of the 
Minnesota-Montana road to St. Paul, of the Whoop-Up Trail 
reaching into British North America, and of lesser known but 
important trails to other frontier posts. 

Like countless frontier towns before it, Benton was a city of 
great dreams, for it lay on that restless edge of settlement where 
reality meets fantasy and the boomer is often indistinguishable 
from the conservative man of business. "Who can tell of the 
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future," wrote the village's first newspaper editor. "A few years 
ago and what was Chicago, St. Louis and Omaha? Examine their 
history. Once trading posts similar to Benton, now great com 
mercial marts, the centre of trade, wealth and manufacture." 1 
With thousands of gold-seekers passing through their town, little 
wonder Bentonites dreamed bold dreams and saw great visions. 
With the river reaching like a giant umbilical cord tying it to 
the industrial strength of the East, and with trails stretching 
into a hinterland of unknown mineral and agricultural wealth, 
few Benton residents defied the universally accepted gospel of 
unlimited expansion which illumined their future. "Chicago of 
the Plains" was their name for a dream which gave every prom 
ise of coming true. 

To the casual visitor in the 1860s, Benton gave few hints of 
future greatness. Most travelers saw it as a crude little frontier 
town with its rude adobe and log huts scattered capriciously 
along its single street like toy houses in a child's sandbox, or 
thought it wretchedly uncomfortable in its dusty, treeless set 
ting, with its strongly alkaline drinking water, made the more 
uncomfortable by the inescapable odors of the twenty thousand 
oxen and mules which hauled its commerce and by the extremes 
of heat and cold which plagued it. Official army reports of Fort 
Benton's physical setting are in striking contrast to the glowing 
descriptions of its citizens. "The surrounding country is mostly 
prairie with good grass, but without timber. The land is not 
adapted to agriculture . . . Climate considered healthy. Ex 
tremes of heat and cold generally very great." In contrast, the 
warm and vivid phrases of the native sound suspiciously fulsome: 
"Pleasantly located on the banks of the Missouri; encompassed 
on either side by the beautiful and fertile valleys of the Sun 
river, Teton and Marias, whose broad acres, untouched by 
plough share or scythe, yield abundant sustenance to the myri 
ads of animals that roam their grassy wilds; protected by the 
thickly wooded sides of the Highwood." 2 

Nor was there much to indicate greatness in the character of 
the town's activities. At first glance, the visitor saw only a mile- 
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long levee piled high with commercial goods, a few unimpressive 
adobe or log huts housing small business establishments, and a 
row of disreputable saloons or hurdy-gurdy houses, boisterous 
and wicked. The quality of many of the town's citizens was un 
mistakably revealed in their sobriquets: "Kino Bill," "Bedrock 
Jim," "Whistling Jack," "Buckskin Joe," "Four Jack Bob," "Toe 
String Joe," "Sweet-Oil Bob," "Summer House Charlie," "Slim 
Jim," "Spring Heel Jack," "Liver-Eating Johnson," "Slippery 
Dick," "Smoothy Bill," "Gros Ventres Johnny," and "Whiskey 
Brown." This informal census was hardly calculated to inspire 
confidence in the social or economic future of the community. 3 
Some years later when it was safe to do so, the Fort Benton 
Record candidly admitted that during its early years "Benton 
was a squaw town, a scalp market, the home of cutthroats and 
horse thieves; the military denounced it as an ammunition depot 
and whiskey trading post for hostile Indians; the Mounted Po 
lice had broken up the fur trade, arrested and prosecuted the 
Benton traders and diverted the robe trade from Benton to the 
Winnipeg market; there was no safety or protection for settlers 
. . . the town itself was unpopular . . ." 4 

During the following decade, however, Benton underwent 
sweeping changes. The rapid decline of the fur trade, the appear 
ance of the Mounted Police who stopped the illegal whisky traf 
fic north of the boundary, and the playing out of the gold rushes 
brought economic alterations that profoundly changed the char 
acter of the river town. Rather than a small fur trading post 
employing a handful of men, Benton became a commercial cen 
ter where financiers, freighters, wholesalers, and jobbers created 
new economic empires under the dynamic leadership of T. C. 
Power and L G. Baker. 

As Benton changed from a rough border town to a community 
of merchant's account books and manifest lists, wealthy mer 
chant princes demanded stability and order. As their wealth and 
power grew, their interests dictated a respect for property char 
acteristic of a more complex economic life. At the same time, 
social and cultural activities developed as wealth paid its tribute 
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to culture. "Those who at first were careless of their reputations, 
and desirous only of accumulating fortunes and leaving the coun 
try," observed the Record in 1878, "are now eager to become 
reputable citizens and to establish permanent homes." 

Benton's metamorphosis attracted national attention. "A per 
son who has not visited the place since its earlier days will be 
astonished at the change which has been wrought there within 
so short a time," commented a Chicago writer in 1879. "A won 
derful change indeed! A population of uncertain character, with 
doubtful means of support, has changed into a well-to-do com 
munity of solid businessmen, with a legitimate trade." 5 Years 
later, W. S. Stocking recalled that these changes were so radical 
they comprised "an absolute transition from rudeness, lawless 
ness, violence and border warfare to a permanent condition of 
tranquility and high civilization." 6 

By 1877 the Fort Benton Record filled its columns with praise 
for the town's new career. With unconcealed pride the edi 
tor warmly congratulated his fellow citizens for effecting these 
changes without the intervention of vigilantes or "illegal bands 
of Regulators." "It is doubtful," argued its editor, "whether in 
any town of the Territory there are now better order, a health 
ier morality, a greater immunity from unpleasant sights and 
sounds . . ," 7 

These roseate judgments undoubtedly exaggerated the rapid 
rise of virtue and the collapse of vice. Still without a church 
building or a resident clergyman by 1877, Benton required more 
years than had yet passed to make the transition to a stable 
community life, particularly in the face of determined resistance 
from many of its transient citizens. 

Yet it was obvious that the old Benton of wolfers and whisky 
smugglers was gone. Traders whose whisky and guns had de 
moralized Whoop-Up Indians retired to more peaceful pursuits. 
Some joined the growing numbers of businessmen in Benton, 
others turned to agriculture in the rich valleys surrounding the 
town. Stock raising, farming, and business enterprise more and 
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more absorbed the energy of men who had written lurid chapters 
in the Indian trade. 

n 

Through the years Fort Benton was also a military post. 
Troops were briefly stationed there in the winter of 1866-67 but 
were withdrawn in the spring. Later in 1869 the army posted 
Company B of the 13th Infantry to the river town to guard its 
lines of communications on the northern plains. Until 1881 small 
detachments of troops remained in Benton to protect this vital 
communications center, for Benton was the linchpin of the army's 
logistic planning in northern Montana. Through Fort Benton 
passed the supplies and equipment for Forts Ellis, Shaw, and 
Assiniboine and its telegraph linked the northern posts to Forts 
Buford and Abraham Lincoln down the river. 

But Fort Benton was never a major military post. During the 
early years of army occupation, troops were quartered at the 
old fort built by the American Fur Company. After 1874, how 
ever, the troops abandoned it as uninhabitable and the govern 
ment leased buildings in the town for quarters and storehouses. 
Only two buildings on the military reservation remained in gov 
ernment hands, one as quarters for laundresses, the other as 
stables for army mounts. The buildings of the old fort, as well 
as all the land reaching to the river, were claimed by the legal 
successors of the fur company. 

For many years the military reservation was a source of griev 
ance to Benton's ambitious businessmen. With choice land tied 
up by the government, expansion was costly and difficult. As a 
consequence, they kept their territorial delegate in Washington 
under constant pressure to have the reservation thrown open 
for sale. Led by S. T. Hauser of Helena, a group of merchants 
sponsored a scheme to open the reservation as a single block of 
land. "I wanted particularly to talk to you about having the 
reservation in Benton sold" wrote Hauser to Martin Maginnis 
in Washington. "As the troops have been ordered away from 
there, there can be no earthly use for the Government holding 
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the land. Can't you have it sold in lump as Ft. Logan Reserva 
tion has? Please let me know as there's money in it. Millions in 
it. Powers, Conrad and myself are anxious to get a chance to 
purchase it, but whether we do or not, have it sold, as it will 
help Benton, particularly the north end." 8 

When the government finally opened the land to settlement 
in 1882, Benton was the scene of a wild stampede. Visions of 
quick wealth touched off a miniature land rush as the town's 
prominent citizens scrambled with the floaters and ne'er-do-wells 
for choice lots. The invaders launched their assault with wagons 
of lumber, wire fencing, and stakes to mark out and enclose their 
lots. Bitter fights broke out as men struggled for possession of 
the best sites and Benton watched ,an exciting spectacle which 
briefly recaptured the hectic spirit of the gold rush days. So de 
termined in their acquisitiveness were the claimants that an 
amusing situation developed in which Main Street was "bounded 
on each side by a fence clear to the bluffs and no streets have 
been left intersecting." 9 In the mad rush for property, who 
could afford to wait for a proper survey to mark off side streets? 

Feverish expansion was the theme of Benton's growth for two 
decades after the Civil War. These were indeed prosperous days 
for this "Queen city of the Northern Plains." From an unim 
pressive frontier village of only twenty-seven log or adobe huts 
in 1866, Benton mushroomed into a bustling town of great ware 
houses and business firms, hotels, and public buildings. Front 
Street facing the river no longer remained the town's single 
thoroughfare as rows of streets lined with busy shops and serv 
ice industries fanned out from the water front. The tiny Over 
land Hotel was soon overshadowed by the more impressive Cen 
tennial, and blocks of business buildings were constructed to 
accommodate such growing business firms as the T. C. Power, 
I. G. Baker, Murphy-Neel, W. S. Wetzel, and Kleinschmidt com 
panies. Brickyards, carpenter shops, blacksmiths, wheelwrights, 
harness makers, boot and shoe makers, tailors, barbers, grocers, 
and butchers quickly appeared to provide goods and services to 
the boom town's population. 
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This rapid expansion touched off a runaway inflation of build 
ing" costs. Real estate values skyrocketed more than 500 per cent 
in the single year of 1879 and rents realized from 5 to 50 per 
cent on capital invested in dwellings and business buildings. 
Prices remained high through 1882, but by 1883, in the face of 
Benton's waning commercial position and the national economic 
depression, real estate values declined. 10 

ni 

Life in Benton matched this hectic expansion with its excite 
ment and suspense. Bentonites, especially in the early years after 
the war, lived in fear of fires, floods, and Indian alarms or anx 
iously waited for the spring breakup of the river, for the arrival 
of steamboats, for news of great gold discoveries, or for the 
autumnal freeze-up and the ending of the navigation season. 

Indian alarms often swept the river community until the in 
famous Baker massacre in January 1870 destroyed Indian power 
in the Benton region. Until that cruel incident, Blackfeet and 
Piegans kept Benton in frequent states of excitement with their 
horse-stealing expeditions and war parties. Numerous isolated 
settlers or members of small parties lost their lives during these 
troubled years. Occasionally, Benton itself suffered from Indian 
depredations. On one occasion, a large band of Crows drove off 
all the livestock from the farther side of the river while Benton 
citizens, lacking long-range rifles or sufficient boats, raged and 
cursed helplessly at the redskins as they watched their cattle 
disappear over the horizon. 

Not all experiences with Indians were as grim or as costly. 
One of Benton's most famous folk stories came from efforts of 
the town's citizens to impress the Indians with the white man's 
magical powers. The instrument by which they were to be awed 
was an ancient brass cannon lashed on the back of a mule. In 
the presence of a crowd of several hundred, both white and red, 
the cannon was loaded, primed, and prepared to fire at a target 
in a cutbank across the river. 

With great ostentation and proper solemnity, a spot was care- 
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fully marked on the far bank and the Indians were warned of 
the great power of the weapon. Presently, the fuse was lighted 
and the mule held firmly with the cannon trained on the target. 
The hissing sound of the burning fuse frightened the mule, how 
ever, and the alarmed beast tore loose from his handlers to in 
scribe a circle as he pitched and bucked, always with the cannon 
pointing its deadly charge at the crowd. 

This was too much for the white men who had come to dem 
onstrate their great powers. With a frenzy born of panic, the 
representatives of the master race broke and ran, hurling them 
selves headlong into the river or sprawling on the ground to escape 
the impending explosion. Though baffled by the strange antics 
of their white friends, the Indians calmly held their ground, 
thinking that the whole performance was somehow part of the 
white man's magic. When the cannon finally exploded harmless 
ly into the ground, the Bentonites sheepishly returned, but some 
of them never outlived the ignominy of their undignified flight. 

Fires were always a threat in this little frontier town, as indeed 
they were in all of America's cities during the nineteenth cen 
tury. So great was the danger that steps were taken by an 
aroused community to reduce the hazard. In 1877 John Evans, 
the popular saloonkeeper and former Whoop-Up trader, was ap 
pointed fire warden. At once overdue reforms were launched. 
Haystacks were ordered off Main Street and the custom of burn 
ing trash in the public thoroughfares was discouraged. 

That fires were frequent and costly is eloquently revealed in 
the front-page stories of the local newspapers. The tragic death 
of an infant in a fire caused by an exploding kerosene lamp 
touched off a community project to raise money to relieve the 
stricken family and reminded the town of the urgency of its 
problem. Nearly all buildings in Benton were slight wooden 
frames, many without chimneys. The clumsy bucket brigade and 
the out-of-date hand pump were inadequate protection against 
a major conflagration, and Benton citizens lived in constant 
dread of fire. When a cruel prankster cried "fire" in a crowded 
hotel room during the sermon of a visiting Scottish divine, the 
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congregation stampeded for the exits, injuring and bruising 
many. "If a fire once obtains headway in or near the centre of 
town," warned an alarmed Record, "Goodbye, Benton!" u 

To meet this threat, Benton's leading merchants finally forced 
the town to act. In 1880 the city fathers proudly ordered a new 
steam-powered hook and ladder truck to replace the overaged 
and nearly useless hand pump. With great enthusiasm the town's 
young men organized the "Pioneer Hook and Ladder Company" 
to use the equipment when it arrived. Eagerly the entire com 
munity awaited its new engine, but endless delays gradually 
blunted their enthusiasm. When the steamboat carrying the new 
machine reached the upper river, low water stopped it at Cow 
Island. There the engine lay exposed to the elements for many 
months. When it finally reached Benton, instead of welcoming 
a brightly painted and shiny fire engine, discouraged citizens 
found an engine on which the paint was badly peeled, the lad 
ders cut in half, and one wheel missing. In the face of this dis 
aster, the "Pioneer Hook and Ladder Company" never drilled, 
but its social activities continued undiscouraged. 

Pioneer Benton was bleak and unattractive. For many years 
no tree grew in Benton and careless citizens added little to the 
town's beauty by throwing their garbage, slop, and trash into 
the streets or over the river bank along the levee. Outraged pro 
tests from civic-minded citizens did little to discourage these 
practices until the late 1880s. During lengthy dry seasons the 
plains dust covered Benton like a blanket, while rainy spells 
converted its dirt streets into seas of mud. Unkind critics visit 
ing Benton during a wet season complained bitterly of the town's 
"succession of hog wallows," though the construction of wooden 
sidewalks in 1883 moderated these charges somewhat. On top of 
all this, the spring breakup of the river often created ice-jams 
near the city, threatening the town with floods and adding to 
the cost and discomfort of life on the Great Plains. 

Untimely chinook winds sometimes created flood hazards. In 
February 1884, a particularly serious flood backed up from an 
ice- jam following three days of warm winds. Flood waters in- 
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undated much of Benton's business district, filling many of the 
shops and stores until the ice, which had choked the river at 
Shonkin Bar, was blasted free with dynamite. 

This flood interrupted a large Methodist service being con 
ducted by a visiting clergyman. His account of the event to the 
Montana Christian Advocate was an exciting piece of news re 
porting: "Our services were about half through when the alarm 
was given and about one minute sufficed to empty the church 
of its congregation. The night was dark and to see the lanterns 
swinging, to hear the rumbling of wagons, the crying of children, 
the screaming of some men who were more likely to overflow 
with 'Jersey Lightning 3 than were the river banks with water, 
made the scene rather exciting." 

Nor could the saintly reporter fail to point out the moral 
lesson of his Benton experience. "It does seem strange," he spec 
ulated, "that people who profess to be endowed with a fair share 
of human reason should make such earnest efforts to save their 
lives and property as were exhibited and suffer month after 
month to pass away without making any effort whatever to seek 
their soul's salvation." 12 

Supplying fuel for Fort Benton was yet another serious prob 
lem. Long winters with periods of intense cold compelled north 
ern plainsmen to provide adequate heating for their homes and 
public buildings. Fuel was always dear in Fort Benton. Scarcity 
of timber on the surrounding plains made wood costs prohibitive 
and local coal deposits never supplied the little city's needs. This 
scarcity created high prices and fuel famines which sometimes 
closed Benton's shops and public buildings. Visitors with legal 
business during November 1883 were greeted at the city hall 
with the cold, inhospitable placard: "No fuel Froze out!" Ben- 
tonites willingly paid high prices for the output of Nicholas 
Sheran's mines at Coal Banks near old Fort Whoop-Up. 

IV 

Community building was a painfully slow process on every 
American frontier due to the transient character of our people, 
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but Fort Benton's role as the entrepot to the northern plains ag 
gravated familiar problems. The constant parade of gold-seekers, 
freighters, adventurers, speculators, and fugitives from justice 
argued against stable and orderly growth. 

Eloquent testimony of the excessive mobility of northern 
plainsmen lay in the violent fluctuations in Fort Benton's size 
from season to season and from year to year. Rumors of gold 
often filled the town with prospectors hurrying to the scene of 
the latest stampede. The opening of the navigation season each 
spring added thousands to the town's permanent population of 
seven hundred. But with the ending of the shipping season, the 
town again lapsed into comparative quiet as only its permanent 
residents remained to carry on the city's business. 

Housing facilities were never adequate during the freighting 
season and men took whatever quarters they could find, adding 
to the confusion and disorder of the overcrowded town. Young 
S. C. Ashby was amazed to discover that his companion for the 
night in a cold, uncomfortable warehouse was Jonathan Levy, 
wealthy Helena merchant, waiting for a consignment. 13 These 
primitive conditions forced a rude equalitarianism upon rich and 
poor which was later falsely hailed as evidence of a conscious 
leveling movement. 

Fort Benton, like other boom towns, suffered from the disin 
terest of transient residents who felt few ties of loyalty to the 
local community. Nor did they recognize the restraints of tradi 
tion or sentiment which influence behavior in established com 
munities. In such an environment, there were few incentives to 
create or support schools and churches, or other institutions usu 
ally identified with the public welfare in mature societies. 

Speculation, not community building, was the cement which 
held much of Benton society together in the years immediately 
following the war. Visitors to the river town frequently expressed 
their concern over this lack of community spirit and were im 
pressed by the consuming spirit of acquisitiveness which moti 
vated many of its citizens, whether at the gambling table, in 
real estate, or with the goods and services of commerce. Even 
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the wealthiest preferred to invest their fortunes in further specu 
lations rather than build "a great house." "The people who live 
here are only living to make money and not to make things look 
pleasant and comfortable/' complained a distressed observer in 
1879. 14 

Numerous social tensions existed in the cosmopolitan charac 
ter of the city's population. Transients from every state in the 
Union and from every Canadian province passed through Ben- 
ton. Census statistics also revealed that southerners came in 
considerable numbers in the years following Appomattox, and 
more than one saloon fight broke out after an indiscreet use of 
the words "Johnny Reb" or "Damn Yankee." The polyglot char 
acter of Benton's citizenry is further suggested by its high per 
centage of French-Canadians and half-breeds, as well as its rep 
resentatives of nearly every nation and language of Europe. 

Irish immigrants, in particular, sought out Port Benton as 
peculiarly congenial to sons of the Emerald Isle. Benton's streets 
were filled with Irish swagger and its saloons hummed with the 
pleasant accents of the "ould country." Alone among the immi 
grant groups, the Irish seem to have achieved a certain economic 
and social status in Benton without great difficulty and num 
bered among their successful countrymen such well-known citi 
zens as the Healy brothers, Matthew Carroll, J. J. Donnelly, and 
Judge Tattan. 

With characteristic vigor and enthusiasm they quickly domi 
nated the Democratic party as completely as ever they did in 
any New England industrial city. Soon the Irish bloc and the 
Democratic party appeared to be synonymous, though impor 
tant leadership also came from the large numbers of southerners 
who joined the party of the Democracy in their new home. 

This Irish hegemony in the Democratic party aroused keen 
resentment, both within and outside the party. Republican crit 
ics not only played upon the traditional fear of the immigrant, 
but also hurled savage attacks upon the "Whoop-Up Demo 
crats" whose Irish origins and whisky trading north of the 
border marked them as fair game for political ridicule. But the 
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struggle within the party was quite often as bitter and as vio 
lent. Non-Irish Democrats frequently voiced deep resentment 
at what they regarded as the Irish dictatorship in their party. 
This was especially true of southern Democrats, who found their 
party a somewhat different organization in frontier Montana 
from the one they had left in Virginia. This bitterness was fully 
expressed in a famous letter from John P. Bruce to the colorful 
Baron O'Keefe in 1874: 

"But bear in mind, Baron, that when the day and opportunity 
comes, I shall make the experiment of being elected without 
Irish votes, unless your countrymen reform and act better in 
this regard in the future than in the past. It is the only tarnish 
on their proud escutcheon, and for their sake and the good of 
Montana, I do sincerely trust that, having all the rights and 
privileges of American citizens themselves, they will let myself 
and others, who happen not to be born in Old Ireland, have an 
equal show for the honors and advantages of our Government. 
'Equal rights to all exclusive privileges to none/" 15 

Fort Benton was also a Fenian stronghold. Here this secret 
Irish brotherhood nursed its wrath against the British empire 
and planned militant campaigns against its North American 
dominion. Led by Colonel 3. 3. Donnelly, whose career already 
boasted two efforts to invade Canada, the Fenians noisily urged 
the annexation of Canada to the American republic and dreamed 
of the day when Irish passion would join American power to 
humble the proud British empire whose most valuable possession 
seemed to lie within their grasp just across the forty-ninth 
parallel. 

Racial tensions created numerous unpleasant incidents. Many 
of the fights and acts of violence occurring during these years 
were prompted by racial rather than by frontier tensions and 
Benton's reputation as a "tough town" was similar to that of 
many towns along the Ohio or Mississippi rivers during the 
steamboat era. 

Indians frequented Benton in large numbers, particularly 
while the Blackfoot Agency was located in the town. Distrust 
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and hatred for the red men prompted disturbances which widened 
the gulf of misunderstanding and suspicion separating the two 
peoples. Finally in 1870, the federal government shifted the agency 
headquarters, which eliminated the occasion for much disorder 
within the city. 

Negroes were also in the town in large numbers serving as 
roustabouts on the river front or as crewmen on the steam 
boats. Many frontier towns in the Far West suffered from anti- 
Chinese sentiment and riots, but Benton was one of the few 
which also bore the burden of anti-Negro racism. By 188& this 
hostility reached such heights that the town's leading citizens 
petitioned the local school board to establish a separate school 
for its colored children. 

Social disorders were thus as often the result of diverse na 
tional origins and heterogeneous racial composition as of the 
instability of a new community on the edge of settlement. 

Social stability was further delayed by the predominately mas 
culine character of this frontier through its successive stages as 
a fur trading, gold mining, military, freighting, and ranching 
economy. Many of these men, moreover, were Civil War vet 
erans who found freedom for their restless spirits in the primitive 
society of the West. Here they continued the camaraderie of the 
war years and perpetuated the unrestrained life of a masculine 
society, joining in a drinking bout, a fight, or a frolic with equal 
enthusiasm. 16 

Family life exerted slight influence upon this region's social 
structure for many years. There were several half-breed families, 
but they occupied an insignificant position in the town's social 
structure. Until Benton's expansion as a commercial and busi 
ness center in the 1870s, Mrs. G. A. Baker and Mrs. W. S. Stock 
ing were the only white women residing permanently in the 
town. Most of the white women in the community were euphe 
mistically referred to in the newspapers as "our fair but frail 
citizens." Obviously these added little to the town by way of 
community uplift. 

Much of the crudity and vulgarity of frontier life can be 
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traced directly to this absence of the family as the basic social 
unit. Frequent protests appeared in the local press condemning 
the general disrespect for social niceties or denouncing the 
barracks-like atmosphere pervading the community. The uni 
versal disregard for cleanliness, the general want of concern for 
personal appearance, the inordinate use of chewing tobacco and 
alcohol, and the shocking use of profanity were the usual targets 
of criticism in this masculine society. Occasionally, however, 
other customs aroused editorial ire. In 1876, for example, the 
Record's editor protested that the practice of bathing in the 
river at the levee's end was unseemly. With good-natured indig 
nation he urged the town's many bachelors to go farther up the 
river from Benton to perform their ablutions, since "they don't 
look well with their clothes off, and might be mistaken for cat 
fish." 17 Yet another type of offense against good taste drew 
editorial fire as the paper warned that "making love to a squaw 
across a hotel fence, in broad daylight, is something that even 
the good-natured proprietors of the Overland must condemn," 1S 

A chronic shortage of marriageable women led to the use of 
advertising in eastern journals for wives. "Lonely hearts" col 
umns in magazines and newspapers illumined masculine hearts 
from Benton to Calgary with the promise of romance shining 
through their pages. Heart and Hand, a Chicago publication, 
was a favorite for this purpose and its many letters and messages 
from the "lovelorn" and "lonely hearts" were eagerly read by 
northern plainsmen. Numerous marriages were contracted, sight 
unseen, through the good offices of such a journal. 

Occasionally, however, these mail-order romances failed to 
produce a desirable soul-mate. To prevent this, one cautious 
Northwest Mounted Police officer, equipped with a powerful 
glass and ensconced on a nearby hill, coolly surveyed the un 
suspecting picture bride arriving by stagecoach before commit 
ting himself. After careful scrutiny, he dispatched his orderly 
with a note of regret and sufficient funds to pay for a return 
journey to the East. 19 Not all prospective husbands were as far- 
sighted as this. 

171 



WHOOP-UP COUNTRY 
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Few centers for social life existed in Benton except in hotels 
and saloons. These quickly assumed characteristic frontier im 
portance and served as convivial oases for the entire northwest 
plains, since Benton was the social as well as the economic hub 
of the region. 

Hotels played a uniquely important role in Fort Benton's 
growth. With thousands of transients passing through the river 
town annually, they were also of considerable consequence in the 
development of the entire region. Hotel services ranged widely 
from the rather primitive accommodations available in the Over 
land immediately following the war to the impressive Grand 
Union in the 1880s. From the Overland, through the opening of 
the Centennial, the Chouteau House, and finally the Grand 
Union, the quality of service and accommodations steadily im 
proved. 

As early as 1867, however, many travelers found Benton's 
hotels better than those usually available in frontier towns. One 
feminine traveler discovered to her surprise that her "rooms 
were on the ground floor [and] open directly into the street. The 
walls were neatly whitewashed and the whole interior of the 
rooms wore an air of comfort to which we had long been stran 
gers." 20 

In November 188 the Grand Union proudly opened its doors, 
with A. Staveley Hill, British capitalist and member of Parlia 
ment, as its first guest. This hotel was regarded by many visitors 
as superior to most western hotels and the equal of many eastern 
hostelries. 21 

Most travelers, however, found accommodations inferior. Some, 
forced to share their rooms with fellow travelers, found the ex 
perience intolerable. Much depended, of course, upon the season 
and the crowded state of the city. In general, Benton hotels 
offered "first class" accommodations to those who could afford 
an extra fifty cents charge and "second class" facilities to all 
others. The indefatigable British traveler Major William Shep 
herd claimed that these western hotels and restaurants were 
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"wonderfully good, considering. 5522 But this apparently was a 
sufficient qualification to allow for a monotonous diet of poorly 
prepared food, plainly served under conditions deficient in sani 
tation and wanting in style. 

Saloons were even more important in the social life of the 
town since they were the community clubs, providing relaxation 
and social intercourse for the fraternity of plainsmen. Frontier 
life, like that of the soldier in wartime, had its moments of high 
excitement, but these were few in contrast to the long periods 
of drab monotony and hard work. The saloon was a central in 
stitution in every town or village and communities vied with 
each other to claim the largest and most ornate in the West. 

By the 1880s, Benton was widely known for its numerous, 
gaudy, and wicked saloons and "hurdy-gurdy" houses. Few visi 
tors passed through this western Sodom without critical com 
ment on Benton 5 s open wickedness and conspicuous sin. But in 
the early years Benton's saloons, while numerous, were far from 
luxurious. As late as 1878, not a saloon in Benton hung shades 
or curtains to hide its shame and the main street was often lit 
tered with soiled and torn playing cards carelessly swept out the 
front doors. 

After this inauspicious beginning, however, Benton publicans 
built bigger and better saloons to keep pace with the town's 
growth. By the mid-1880s, the town's primacy in this field of 
achievement was undisputed on the northern plains. Whether 
the thirsty traveler stopped at the "Jungle," the "Extradition, 5 ' 
the "Break O'Day," the "Medicine Lodge," the "Exchange," or 
any other of Benton's numerous public houses, he found much 
the same atmosphere in each, with its neatly papered walls, 
from which looked down, in apparent unconcern, the stern vis 
ages of the Father of His Country and the Great Emancipator/ 

Behind the muslin curtains which mercifully shielded convivial 
spirits from public scrutiny, an affable Charlie, Bob, or Bill dis 
pensed his potions. Saloonkeepers were indeed a distinct type 
and were universally recognized as such by those travelers who 
recorded their impressions for credulous readers. "The saloon- 
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keeper," wrote one enthusiastic visitor, "is always tidily dressed, 
appears in a white shirt, his sleeves and wrist bands protected 
by calico cuffs; his cleanliness, and his not wearing a hat, at once 
separate him from his customers." 28 

To his nominal functions as bartender, the successful publican 
added other duties of a thoughtful host. His unlimited stock of 
stories, his familiarity with local personalities* and his fund of 
news, both social and political, made him a popular figure in the 
community. Since most frontiersmen disdained mixed drinks, the 
professional skills of the publican were often limited, but with 
ready wit and untiring tongue, most were able to satisfy their 
uncritical customers. When mixed cocktails, slings, or other ex 
otic drinks were required, artful barkeepers disguised the poor 
quality of the spirits with a stimulant of a pronounced flavor, 
usually bitters, and the mixture was then kept in subjugation 
by the liberal use of ice. This universal use of ice in western 
saloons amazed visiting Europeans, one of whom gravely in 
formed his English readers that "iced drinks are consumed by 
classes in America far below the social level of those who never 
taste them in this country." 24 

Dancing saloons, or "hurdy-gurdy" houses, also provided 
amusement for Benton's masculine population. Here "bedizened 
wrecks of women" lightly danced away the hours with partners 
willing to pay a dollar a dance. Custom also dictated that the 
patron "balance his partner up to the bar" once the dance was 
finished. There the willing guest paid generously for his drink 
as well as for the pink lemonade his companion sipped as she 
computed her share of the profits in his empty glass. 

Gambling saloons were more numerous and more popular. 
These were usually of two types: one catered to local talent and 
was known for its "square deal," while the other preyed on in 
experienced strangers with its "hogging" tactics. In each, how 
ever, games of faro, blackjack, and poker were presided over 
with appropriate rituals by professional gamblers whose skills 
and colorful demeanor have made them favorite subjects for 
pulp magazine writers and Hollywood directors ever since. 
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With few other amusements to while away their time, plains 
men came to place a high regard upon skill at cards or at tip 
pling. Drinking and gaming, as John Murphy tolerantly re 
corded, attracted even the "higher social personages of the town, 
for drinking is a virtue with those who would be considered 
genial or popular." 25 

There were those, however, who regarded this free flow of 
liquor as the curse of frontier life. In protest against it, and to 
redeem its many victims, they formed temperance societies in 
the Fort Benton vicinity. Of these, the Independent Order of 
Good Templars and the Order of Jonadab were the most im 
portant. The Jonadab pledge, however, was of such strict char 
acter and the oath such a solemn one that all but the most de 
termined teetotalers were frightened away and its membership 
remained small. 

Of greater influence as well as larger membership, the Order 
of Good Templars led in the battle against King Alcohol. Organ 
ized in the Sun River district in 187 and during the following 
year at Benton, Good Templar chapters grew rapidly in mem 
bership and strength. Within a year, the Sun River chapter 
counted 115 members in good standing, largely recruited from 
the army forces stationed at Fort Shaw. 26 

These societies were more than organized efforts to moderate 
the evils of the whisky traffic in the Whoop-Up country. They 
were serious attempts to fill the social vacuum in this sparsely 
settled region by sponsoring musicals, dances, dinners, amateur 
theatricals, debates, and lectures. Good Templar meetings, with 
their elaborate ritual and colorful regalia, relieved some of the 
drabness of frontier life, and their journal, The Good Templar, 
provided reading material on diverse topics of universal interest 
as it preached, with conviction and passion, the doctrines of 
temperance. 

For those who sought entertainment and relaxation without 
the degrading atmosphere of the saloon or hurdy-gurdy house, 
the Templars filled an urgent need. While the society's records 
clearly reveal that only a small minority of "those who had fallen 
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through the vices of intemperance" ever signed the pledge, the 
Templars achieved considerable success in their efforts to pro 
vide nonalcoholic entertainment, thus contributing materially in 
stimulating cultural interests among enemies of demon rum. 

VI 

It is unfortunately a fact that too many historians, along with 
storytellers of indifferent veracity, have overemphasized the cul 
tural crudity of the West. Fort Benton's social history is indeed 
a case in point. If the focus of historical attention centers only 
on the human flotsam and jetsam passing through the town, 
little of cultural activity is observed. These men seldom added 
much to the town's cultural life, nor had they much to offer 
despite their antecedents in the older and civilized communities. 
As one Canadian observer wisely pointed out, "The scum of the 
westward floating population is on the surface. We do not find 
the quiet, industrious workers of new frontier towns in poker 
rooms or at billiard tables." 27 

Beneath this floating population rested the town's permanent 
residents comprising the business and professional men, the arti 
sans and workers and their families. These were the men and 
women whose devotion and energy created a stable community 
in the face of discouraging odds. These were the men and women 
whose tireless zeal to build a community in the cultural image 
of their past led to substantial achievements in the realm of the 
mind and the spirit. These were the men and women whose con 
cern for the arts, for learning, and for what they called "the finer 
things of life," prompted them to organize musical, literary, or 
debating societies and social clubs, as well as the more familiar 
religious and educational institutions. 

Newspapers played an important role in this transfer of cul 
ture to the frontier. Their catholicity of interests and univer 
sality of coverage provided for readers a fund of information 
supplied in more complex ways to our modern generation. Fort 
Benton supported two of these newspapers during most of these 
years, the Record and the River Press. In the manner of their 
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time, they did far more than publish sensational headlines or 
local gossip. Columns of solid print, unbroken by boldface type 
or by single sentence paragraphs and unrelieved by photographs 
of Miss Universe, brought stories from the far corners of the 
earth to frontier America. Essays on moral philosophy, aborigi 
nal life in South America, or court life in Europe were not un 
common, though they were sometimes pirated from eastern jour 
nals without credit. Political news was paramount; so much of 
it was printed that readers could hardly escape partisan indoc 
trination. Benton's newspapers were a vital link with the outside 
world and were cherished the more for Benton's relative isolation 
from the national scene. 

With characteristic North American concern for education, 
Benton citizens established a school for their children very early 
in the town's history. The first school appeared in 1868 under 
the direction of Miss Fannie Culbertson, daughter of the famous 
fur trader. But this school suffered so seriously from inattention 
and from Benton's declining fortunes in the early 1870s that it 
collapsed. 

By 1873, however, Benton's population was sufficiently stable 
to prompt the organization of a permanent school. In that year 
the defunct school was reopened in the courthouse under the 
tutelage of J. A. Kanouse, reportedly a Yale graduate. This ar 
rangement was most unsatisfactory, for proximity to the court 
room necessitated rules which "hampered the children." More 
over, heavy rains seeped through the roof of the adobe building, 
much to the delight of the scholars, who gained extra holidays 
from their studies on these occasions. 

Community pride soon demanded more adequate quarters for 
Benton's children. In 1876, a campaign was launched to build a 
permanent school, and in May a special election approved the 
project. By 1877, the building was under construction and in 
January 1878 Benton's school children proudly occupied their 
new two-room brick building and the housing problem was 
solved. 

More difficult was the problem of securing competent teachers. 
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Qualified schoolmasters drifted through Benton from time to 
time, but few stayed very long. Pay was low and other induce 
ments were few; hence the men sought other and more lucrative 
employment. When the school board turned to employing wom 
en teachers, the problem remained, for marriage often claimed 
them before the term expired. Thus, the school was sometimes 
forced to close before the completion of the term, and the quality 
of instruction was often less than inspired. 

Physical equipment steadily improved in the Benton school 
as the little community sought to create a system "which has . 
only one superior in the world, that of Prussia." By 1881, school 
master E. R. Clingan proudly reported to the school board that 
his classrooms were "furnished with the best of seats and teach 
ers, desks, an organ, maps, charts, globes, good black boards and 
other furniture necessary to constitute a first class school." 28 

But slight advance was made in these years in solving the 
most serious of all problems of elementary education in frontier 
communities, the small percentage of eligible children who at 
tended school. Benton made little headway in meeting this prob 
lem during its early years. The census of 1880 revealed 512 
children of school age in Benton, but the enrollment of the school 
did not exceed 100 pupils. 

Other activities of a cultural nature were also apparent very 
early in the town's history, though many of these were spon 
sored by organizations of an essentially social character. Ben- 
tonites, like Americans everywhere, were great joiners, associat 
ing themselves for many purposes. Familiar organizations such 
as the Masonic lodge appeared as early as 1874 and were soon 
followed by societies unique to the local community, such as the 
Frontier and Chouteau clubs. 

These organizations sponsored serious cultural programs along 
with their many social and recreational events. In the early 
years, for example, the Masonic lodge presented annual lectures 
featuring visiting dignitaries. A rather typical series for the en 
lightenment of Benton's social elite was that delivered in 1875 
by General John Gibbon entitled, with satisfactory vagueness, 
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"Other Worlds Than Ours." It must also have surprised many 
visitors to find as early as 1879 an oil painting gallery in the local 
courthouse maintained by the town's leading citizens. 

Frequent theatrical performances were a favorite entertain 
ment during the long winter months. Most of these were enacted 
by touring companies whose extensive repertoire was in striking 
contrast to their limited ability, meager scenery, and ancient 
costumes. Favorite troupes, such as the Taylor, Frank Hall, and 
Billy Arlington companies, were eagerly greeted season after 
season. Individual performers also appeared on local stages with 
their acts of magic, music, and drama. Novelty acts comprising 
mind reading, mesmerism, and ventriloquism frequently adver 
tised their presence in the river town, but these excited consider 
able suspicion and eventually came to be regarded as "traveling 
humbugs" whose only skill lay in "fooling the public out of its 
surplus cash." Occasionally, however, a performance received 
warm praise from local critics. Great enthusiasm greeted Mr. 
William Hyde's show, which brought to Benton a stereopticon 
exhibition featuring "a variety of beautifully colored pictures, 
representing statuary, scenes from nature, life-like portraits of 
noted men and women and a large collection of the funniest kind 
of caricatures." 29 

More interesting, at least in retrospect, was the frequent stag 
ing of local productions. Serious drama as well as minstrels, 
comedies, and novelty shows offered local thespians an oppor 
tunity to display their talents and provided a welcome change 
of fare in the succession of humorists, lecturers, and professional 
exhibitionists passing through Benton. All in all, the local theater 
played a far more important role in the life of the frontier com 
munity than it has more recently as cultural standards have 
matured in motion pictures. 

Holiday festivities provided a convenient excuse for the com 
munity to enjoy mass entertainments. Fourth of July oratory 
and fireworks were as familiar and exciting in Benton as else 
where during these years. Athletic contests, spelling bees, shoot 
ing matches, and public dances made Christmas, Thanksgiv- 
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ing, and every other holiday brief interludes of excitement and 
pleasure. 

In marked contrast to the raw environment about them, and 
perhaps in defiance against it, Benton's social leaders planned 
frequent and highly formal social events. Teas, receptions, and 
colorful balls highlighted the social seasons, and the graceful and 
elaborate invitations which remain in historical archives elo 
quently testify to the studied formality of these occasions. 

During the hot summer months many of these events were 
held aboard visiting steamboats with proud captains contending 
for social honors. During the winter months the Frontier Club 
and the Chouteau Club greatly impressed visitors with the style 
and elegance of their dinners and dances. William Bross, one 
time editor of the Chicago Tribune, confided to his diary in ap 
parent surprise that he found the members of the Frontier Club 
"very intelligent, cultivated people/' while Sir Cecil Denny of 
the Northwest Mounted Police remembered his honorary mem 
bership in the Chouteau Club as one of the reasons for his "very 
pleasant visit in Benton." 30 Army officers and Mounted Police 
officials were lionized by Benton hostesses, and Generals Gibbon 
and Ruger and Colonels Macleod and Irvine found a cordial wel 
come on their frequent visits to the river metropolis. 

VII 

Like other boom towns on the Great Plains frontier, Benton 
suffered a chronic shortage of professional men and skilled arti 
sans. Few doctors or pharmacists ventured the healing arts so 
far from established communities. As surprising as it now seems, 
even lawyers were slow to hang out their shingles in this distant 
town. The shortage of doctors and druggists remained for many 
years, but the appearance of a rash of amateur Blackstones in 
the late 1870s provided legal talent of indifferent training and 
ability. 

Far more critical in the town's rise to prominence was the 
consistent shortage of skilled artisans. Carpenters, wheelwrights, 
masons, brickmakers, tailors, shoemakers, and tinsmiths com- 
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manded high wages in the Whoop-Up country, but the shortage 
remained unrelieved. Despite wages ranging 50 per cent higher 
than eastern pay scales, Benton's entrepreneurs were unable to 
solve their problem. As late as 1886, the River Press lamented 
the absence of sufficient skilled workers despite "advantages for 
the poor and industrious classes of the crowded cities of the East 
which no other country on the face of the earth can possess." 31 

This problem excited considerable discussion among Benton's 
capitalists. Numerous schemes were proposed to the Benton 
Board of Trade, but none got beyond the talking stage. Most 
lived with the hope that time would solve this distressing prob 
lem, for any plan which promised action required capital. Ob 
viously, some scheme of assisted passage was necessary but few 
were willing to support any such program since there was no 
guarantee that once the artisan reached Benton, he would stay. 
Too often promising craftsmen appeared, only to drop their tools 
in favor of a miner's shovel. 

An equally serious barrier to the westward migration of skilled 
artisans lay in the high cost of moving an entire household to 
remote Benton. Once the craftsman reached the river town, 
moreover, there was only the promise of seasonal employment 
with high wages in the summer months and unemployment and 
idleness during the winter season. 

This absence of a sufficient supply of skilled labor on the fron 
tier disturbed many visitors whose concerns turned to economic 
questions. Of these, the most searching observations were left 
by Peter O'Leary, a British worker, who viewed western problems 
through the eyes of a skilled craftsman. O'Leary's conclusion 
after months of careful study was an indictment of American 
policy and an interesting footnote to a tragic chapter in the his 
tory of American immigration during the Gilded Age. 

"It might, indeed, be said," he wrote, "that emigration to 
those fertile western wilds is an extension of the empire of civil 
isation; I am astonished that the UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT do 
not encourage it by giving to the multitudes who arrive daily 
from European countries at New York, Boston and Philadelphia, 
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facilities to go West instead of leaving them to loaf about the 
great cities where they can never rise above poverty. I do not 
know anything about the internal statesmanship of the United 
States, but I believe it is A VERY SHORTSIGHTED POLICY not to 
assist the poor, but strong and willing, European emigrant to 
settle on the land." 82 

If the northern plains acted as a "safety valve" for eastern 
urban proletarians by providing mass employment, thus drain 
ing off discontent and frustration, O'Leary did not discover it. 
It is perfectly clear, moreover, that such a mechanism did not 
exist. The frequent pleas for skilled workers and the constant 
emphasis upon schemes to draw them into the Whoop-Up coun 
try argue that the economic opportunities of the West attracted 
few from eastern cities. Benton freighters, muleskinners, bull- 
whackers, carpenters, and wheelwrights were drawn chiefly from 
contiguous western and middle western communities where the 
tradition of westward migration was yet strong and proximity 
gave easy access. 
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TRANSPORTATION was the key to western 
empire and the foundation of Fort Benton's prosperity. But no 
obliging rivers coursed the Whoop-Up country to provide those 
natural arteries of commerce so familiar in the forest regions of 
North America. Consequently the region between the Missouri 
River and the North Saskatchewan was a land of carts, wagons, 
buckboards, prairie schooners, and stagecoaches. In the Whoop- 
Up country, the wheel ruled supreme. 

On a dozen trails reaching out of Fort Benton, wagon trains 
carried the commerce of the plains. Toiling men drove oxen and 
mules to northern destinations carrying the commerce that linked 
the Canadian with the American West. Around this lowly indus 
try developed a community uniquely western, though interna 
tional in character. It comprised a West within the West, a social 
group within a larger society. 

Confusion, even serious misunderstanding, marks much that 
is believed about the plains West. Much of this stems from a 
failure to recognize the sharp differences between life in the rural 
West and life in the frontier towns. Generalizations describing 
the thought and actions of men on the trail are often misleading 
when applied to men and manners in the towns. Life on the 
trails, in the prairie camps, on the ranches, or at the remote 
posts was very different from that in Fort Benton. Despite its 
many primitive qualities, the little river town was a sub-metrop 
olis, offering an urban environment foreign to the rural commu 
nity around it. 
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Great freighting companies were the mainsprings that kept 
the wagon trains moving along the trails. The Hudson's Bay 
Company first sent shipments of furs down the Old North Trail 
to Fort Benton in an effort to find a cheaper route to eastern 
markets. Bentonites, familiar with the great bulltrains of the 
plains, stared with astonishment at the squealing, two-wheeled 
Red River carts that entered their city in 1870. This experiment 
failed, however, and never again did these carts move down from 
the far north with their precious cargoes. 

With the opening of the trading posts in the Whoop-Up coun 
try and the arrival of the Northwest Mounted Police, wagon 
wheels turned north. To supply the expanding population with 
goods and equipment, bulky bulltrains and creaking muletrains 
headed for the border. To furnish transport for men and mails, 
speedy express wagons followed the same trails. 

I. G. Baker, T. C. Power, Murphy, Neel and Co., and Dia 
mond R built great corporations in the prosaic business of 
freighting. Individual contractors also entered the freighting 
business, though they often leased their equipment to the larger 
freighting companies. Murphy, Neel and Co. sent more than one 
hundred wagons over the trails to Forts Macleod and Walsh, 
and the Baker and Power firms dwarfed these operations. Each 
sent hundreds of wagons out every spring and owned several 
thousand oxen and mules to keep their trains moving. 

These operations represented considerable capital investment. 
The T. C. Power Company estimated that a single wagon train 
required a $5,000 to $30,000 investment, while annual expendi 
tures for the wages and subsistence of several hundred men in 
volved impressive figures. Care of animals demanded extensive 
stables, warehouses, hay and feed, while concern for employees 
led the Power firm to erect "an elegant boarding and lodging 
house for their small army of teamsters, freighters and other em 
ployees." x 

The cargoes reflected the complex economic interests of the 
great mercantile companies. Baker and Power wagon trains 
hauled tons of goods to their stores north of Fort Benton. Sup- 
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plies for the Northwest Mounted Police and for United States 
Army troops, and food and clothing for thousands of reservation 
Indians on both sides of the boundary comprised the bulky car 
goes that made great fortunes for their owners. Occasionally, 
manifest lists showed shipments peculiar to the region. In Octo 
ber 1880, for example, I. G. Baker bullteams hauled 40,000 
pounds of pemmican to Fort Macleod and Battleford to feed 
Indians at those points. 

Independent shippers often followed more diverse schedules. 
In September 1882, Clark Tingley's seven teams, each pulling 
three wagons, hauled flour to Fort Edmonton for the Baker 
Company. This substantial load of flour must have reminded 
many Bentonites of the familiar western story of the bulltrain 
that arrived in a frontier town with forty barrels of whisky and 
one barrel of flour. "What do they want of all that flour?" in 
quired one curious bystander. 

At Fort Edmonton, Tingley's wagons took on a cargo of im 
ported English goods for Fort Macleod. Since no bills of lading 
awaited him there, Tingley moved his teams over to Coal Banks, 
near Fort Whoop-Up, to take on a load of coal with which he 
returned to Fort Benton. The freighting enterprises of this mod 
est owner thus demonstrated both the diversity and the interna 
tional character of commerce in the Whoop-Up country. 

n 

Stagecoaches, and their individualistic drivers, wrote a color 
ful chapter in western history. By the 1880s, daily Concord mail 
coaches wheeled out of Benton for Helena. But trips to Fort 
Macleod and Calgary were slower in reaching this level of service. 

With considerable exaggeration, the "Benton, Macleod and 
Calgary Stage Co." advertised regularly scheduled departures 
of "four horse coaches." This company, another I. G. Baker sub 
sidiary, provided the vital link between Benton and the Cana 
dian towns. But travelers who believed the advertising faced a 
surprise when the call "Coach" rang out from the Overland 
Hotel on the fifth, fifteenth, and twenty-fifth of each month. 
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Instead of a Concord coach, drawn by a prancing four-in-hand, 
they climbed aboard an open wagon drawn by four mules. In 
this informal rig they braved the dust and heat of summer or 
the sleet and snow of winter. From Benton to Rocky Springs 
near the boundary line this light wagon carried them over the 
plains. At Rocky Springs the travelers looked forward to a dif 
ferent vehicle. Unhappily, it proved to be a duplicate of the rig 
they had just ridden from Benton, and the trip from Rocky 
Springs to Macleod was no more pleasant or comfortable. 

By the mid-eighties, however, Concord coaches came into use 
on the northern runs. These marvels of nineteenth-century crafts 
manship possessed the durability, weight, and sturdiness to with 
stand the hazards of western travel. Neither sleet nor snow, 
swollen streams nor seas of mud could prevent their appointed 
rounds, though delays often mounted to days as coaches waited 
for impassable barriers to disappear. 

The introduction of the Concord stage, built for sturdy travel 
and not for comfort, marked a genuine improvement on the 
Whoop-Up Trail. Yet bruised and weary travelers recorded their 
recollections of the discomfort and tedium of crowded coaches, 
rough rides, dust or mud, gnats and flies. Prom some accounts 
the inference is clear that western travel revived the plagues of 
ancient Egypt. Few travelers really understood that the stages 
operated for mail and express revenues. Passengers were only 
surplus cargo. 

Considerable skill was required to handle a Concord stage and 
veteran drivers were widely known for their techniques. An im 
properly loaded stage meant trouble for an entire trip. Too 
heavy a load in the front made it impossible to hold on a down 
grade, while too heavy a load on the hurricane deck might throw 
the stage over when it hit a rock. 

Most drivers fully appreciated the important role they played 
in western life, displaying in their demeanor and manner of dress 
a pride equal to their station. Veteran drivers boasted they 
could trail a coach where most men "couldn't trail a whip." 
Stagemen learned their routes thoroughly, charging through 
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shifting fords with what impressed many riders as uncanny in 
stinct. Experienced drivers took great pride in their skill with 
the ribbons, their complete understanding of their teams, and 
their intimate familiarity with each rise and roll of the prairie 
road. John D. Higinbotham, Fort Macleod druggist, who trav 
eled the Whoop-Up Trail many times, thought the drivers "were 
artists in their line." 2 

Whoop-Up stagemen were part of a larger western fraternity. 
Their manner of dress, with buckskin gloves, Stetson hat, and 
ever-present vest, fitted the habiliment of their order. Unlike 
southern plainsmen, however, Whoop-Up drivers wore heavy 
buffalo coats and Scotch caps against the winter's rigors. News 
papers in Fort Benton and Fort Macleod chronicled the arrivals 
and departures of every stage, never failing to record that such 
a well-known driver as Z. D. Holmes, Jack Lee, "Polly," "Silver" 
Johnson, or "Scotch Bill" Atkins was on the box. 

Perhaps in only one regard did Whoop-Up stagemen excel. 
They earned a universal reputation as hard drinkers while on 
the trail. Travelers returning from Whoop-Up country frequent 
ly mentioned that the trail was clearly marked, when all other 
signs failed, by the "dead soldiers" along the route. These head 
less bottles testified eloquently to the universal habit of scorn 
ing the use of bottle openers and of simply decapitating the 
bottle on the sharp steel tires of the coach. 

Mail seemed far more important than passengers, both to the 
stagecoach companies and to the general citizenry. Eelatively 
few plainsmen traveled the stages, but everyone depended upon 
the United States mails they carried. Companies welcomed the 
revenue that made the trips profitable, though there is no evi 
dence that the I. G. Baker Company resorted to the star route 
frauds so common throughout the West during the years of the 
Grant administration. 

Plainsmen eagerly greeted each stage for the news and per 
sonal messages it carried. The arrival of the coach touched off 
a minor celebration in every community. Similarly, many travel 
ers expressed excitement at meeting a mail wagon on the trail. 
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The commonplace wagon, with its four mules and canvas top, 
somehow became a symbol representing personal ties and na 
tional sentiments. 

Horace Greeley professed to see "Bunker Hill, Saratoga, York- 
town, Plattsburgh, New Orleans, the starry flag and the Ameri 
can Union" in the mail wagon that he met on the plains. 3 Un 
imaginative plainsmen seldom possessed the warm emotionalism 
to discern all this in the four mules carrying their mail, but they 
welcomed the rig warmly just the same. 

Whoop-Up mail service suggests an unexplored footnote to the 
history of the United States postal service. Until the construc 
tion of the Canadian Pacific Railway, mail from Macleod and 
other Canadian points went east via Fort Benton. Thus during 
these years outgoing letters bore United States postage stamps. 
Fort Macleod had the unique distinction of possessing an infor 
mal United States post office on Canadian soil. What would a 
United States stamp, canceled at Fort Macleod, Northwest Ter 
ritory, Canada, be worth to a modern philatelist? 

in 

Freight made the profits, and long trains of wagons drawn by 
oxen or mules hauled it. Bulltrains, so common throughout the 
West, always excited visiting pilgrims as a novel sight. Bulltrains 
were unique to the West, and the spectacle of twelve or fourteen 
yoke of oxen plodding across the plains stirred more than one 
traveler to record his impressions. 

"We were approaching Fort Whoop-Up from the east," wrote 
one visitor, "and it was toward evening as we topped a small 
rise and looked down upon the plain beneath us. Some distance 
away, it must have been at least five miles, we could hear the 
sound of voices, ever and anon raised in hoarse shout. At first 
we could see nothing. Then, from a large coppice or clump of 
trees we saw emerge some toiling, plodding oxen. We could see 
them plainly through our field glasses, swinging along in that 
peculiar gait of the bovine. As they walked, the dust drifted 
from their plodding hoofs in little clouds. Team after team came 

188 



LIFE ON THE TRAIL 

into view, until there was nearly half a mile of them stretched 
out. A man on horseback rode up and down the line. The sun 
was nearing the horizon and we stood and watched them until 
the plodding, swaying oxen, dragging their wagons behind them, 
were lost in the haze of the autumn sun/' 4 

Bulltrains often consisted of eight to ten teams with twenty- 
four to thirty wagons. Harnesses were simple, seldom more than 
hickory bow yokes with stout chains. Wheel oxen were first driven 
into place, then the rest of the team hitched to the wagon. Ahead 
of the "wheelers" were the first "pointers/' while the next pairs 
were called first, second, and third "swings/' 

Wagons were hitched in tandem behind the teams. Usually 
three heavy, five-foot gauge wagons, "lead/' "swing/ 5 and "trail," 
comprised a team, with ten to twelve yoke of oxen out in front. 
Heavy loads, ranging from 7000 to 9000 pounds of freight, filled 
each wagon, with the trains often carrying more than 00,000 
pounds of cargo across the plains. Travel, of course, was tedi 
ously slow. Ten to fifteen miles seemed a good day's journey, and 
the bulltrains required fifteen to twenty days to complete the 
trip up the trail from Fort Benton to Fort Macleod. 

Muletrains traveled faster and made a smarter appearance. 
But they cost considerably more. A good yoke of oxen cost only 
$300 in the eighties, but a team of mules usually sold for $500 
or $600. At the height of the freighting season, a mule team and 
wagon sometimes brought as much as $800, 

Bullwhackers invariably walked alongside their plodding teams. 
To keep the slow-moving oxen at a steady gait, drivers swung 
their long whips at the animals* flanks, snapping them in the air 
with an explosive report which from a distance sounded like the 
crack of a pistol shot. Loud cries of "Gee" and "Haw" punctu 
ated the noise and confusion as drivers turned their animals to 
the left or right. 

Muleskinners, on the other hand, generally rode the left wheel 
animal. Most drove jerkline, a single line running out to the lead 
mule which the skinner jerked hard for a left turn or gave a 
steady pull for a right turn. Trained "leader" mules cost con- 
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siderably more than others and were difficult to replace on the 
trail. Many drivers mounted chime bells to the harness hames 
that tinkled musically with the swaying of the animals. Each 
little settlement along the trail turned out in excitement when 
the long trains moved through their dusty streets with whips 
cracking, wagons creaking, and bells tinkling. 

Westerners regarded the mule with mingled emotions. Some 
professed to believe that his stubborn, intractable spirit came 
from the fact that he was the only animal Noah did not take on 
the Ark. Others claimed that his innocent appearance concealed 
a stubborn deafness to command and an implacable hostility to 
work causing frustration and despair to drivers, unless period 
ically relieved by sulphuric language and impetuous outbursts. 

In command of the outfit rode the train boss whose reputation 
as a skinner or whacker, as well as a driver of men, recommended 
him for the job. Baker, Power, Diamond R, and Murphy, Neel 
each had their favorite wagonmasters in whose hands they en 
trusted valuable cargoes and equipment. Pink Wilson, Dave Jenks, 
Milt Emsley, "Dutch" Patrick, Howell Harris, John O'Conner, 
and Ed Trainer won reputations as able, if hard, train bosses 
who kept their wagons rolling along the Whoop-Up Trail. 

IV 

Wagon freighting was a specialized industry which developed 
its own techniques and its own master artisans. Bull whackers 
and muleskinners played their part in developing the West along 
with pioneer merchants, bankers, ranchers, cowboys, preachers, 
grangers, and politicians. 

Three wagons hitched in tandem behind ten span of mules or 
twelve yoke of oxen were more than a match for an inexperi 
enced pilgrim just out from the States. Only a seasoned veteran 
with complete mastery of jerkline or ribbons and an artistic use 
of the black snake could keep the train moving steadily. On top 
of this, the driver who lacked the lung power to fire a volley of 
expletives at the psychological moment to stir the beasts to ac 
tion was helpless before the stubborn mule or sluggish ox. Mo- 
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tions of whip and line and sound of oaths, it is maintained, had 
to be as skillfully coordinated as a symphony and as unyielding 
as steel. 

Travelers who left a record of their experiences on this north 
ern trail paid tribute to the bullwhackers as unique western 
figures. And no skill attracted greater comment than the bun- 
whacker's profanity, an art so highly developed that even the 
pious were moved to admiration. One Canadian clergyman, tour 
ing the West for the first time, was so impressed that he was 
impelled to write: 

"The fully developed bull-whacker never pauses or stutters 
when he is once roused by surrounding influences to a full dis 
play of his powers, but launches forth in a torrent of the fanciest 
expletives, dressed in colors wonderfully gorgeous and eloquent, 
incandescent and irresistible. The principal portion of the exist 
ence of the bull-whacker is occupied in composing profanity of 
startling originality into which neither iteration nor plagiarism 
ever creeps." 5 

Another visitor to the Whoop-Up country argued that he could 
determine without difficulty the religious background of the 
muleskinner by listening to his swearing. Some of the oaths, he 
believed, derived their rich flavor from camp meeting reminis 
cences, while others demonstrated a closed communion back 
ground. This appeared obvious since the drivers, after damning 
their mules, superfluously damned the man who would not damn 
them with him. Still other oaths possessed the grand and rev 
erent phraseology of the Prayer Book, while there were even 
those "Godless wretches, with whom, for very ignorance, oaths 
stand in the stead of adjectives." 6 

Most of the freighters were veterans of the Civil War. Camp 
life continued the rough life of the army, emphasizing similar 
qualities that carried the force of a code in a masculine commu 
nity. Courage, or "sand" as the westerners called it, was the most 
admired of all virtues, though generosity and resourcefulness 
pressed it for universal praise. 

Drivers who consistently violated tenets of the trail code were 
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often a menace to the security of the entire outfit. Pressure from 
the group soon forced the nonconformist into line, or drove him 
out. Those who lacked sufficient "sand" drifted into other occu 
pations where frequent accidents, Indian alarms, and capricious 
weather were less a hazard. 

Simplicity of camp life and the infrequency of social contacts 
often encouraged a spirit of hospitality on the trail. C. E. D. 
Wood, for many years editor of the Fort Macleod Gazette, ex 
pressed a commonly accepted view when he testified, "on the 
prairie the bullwhacker is a most hospitable fellow and more 
than once I experienced his welcome and rough kindness." 7 

Freighting on the plains was a rugged business. Sometimes 
filled with moments of tense excitement, it was more often sim 
ply monotonous. Hard work, long hours, and primitive condi 
tions marked the driver's life. Novelists and Hollywood writers 
seem to have found something of romance and color in the team 
ster's occupation, but for most it was a series of dull assignments, 
broken only by infrequent visits to the saloons and hurdy-gurdy 
houses of Benton, Macleod, and Calgary. 

From sunrise until evening the caravan of wagons rolled on. 
At dusk the train halted to make camp in a familiar site known 
for its good grass and water. Fires were quickly lighted, both for 
cooking and for smudges to protect both men and animals from 
the clouds of mosquitoes that descended upon the camp. 

Next, the train cook gave the men cups of coffee, strong and 
hot. This satisfied the crews until the cook, whose incapacity 
with the mules rather than skill with the frying pan elected him 
to his office, prepared dinner. The meal that followed was of 
plain food, generally including bread made of self-raising flour 
baked in a pan, fat bacon, and beans. Dried apples or peaches 
and syrup provided sweets for the men. Many travelers who 
shared the skinners' simple fare found the prairie butter, grease 
drippings mixed with flour and water, worthy of comment since 
its flavor and appearance seldom met with their approval. 

Dinner completed, the teamsters gathered around the fire for 
a final smoke and a session of gossip. Conversations often drifted 
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back to Civil War adventures with. Federals and Confederates 
comparing yarns, often from the same battlefields. Others had 
been on the plains long enough to acquire a fund of Indian tales 
and frontier stories. Recent visits to Macleod or Benton, with 
descriptions of saloon fights and other escapades, furnished ma 
terial for casual gossip around the flickering fires. One British 
traveler, however, found the quality of conversation of the skin 
ners above his expectations. Nearly all the men, he wrote, were 
literate and "all discussed local and national politics with a terse 
ness and emphasis that would do credit to a professional poli 
tician." 8 

Camp life required certain skills that tenderfeet quickly learned. 
The newcomers who failed to adjust to these simple requirements 
endured undue discomfort and suffered the cruel jests of their 
experienced companions. To prevent unpleasant experiences, the 
Fort Macleod Gazette offered advice to those only recently ar 
rived in the Whoop-Up country. 

Prepare for flies, gnats, and mosquitoes, warned the Gazette. 
Take warm clothes against the chill of the plains night and ob 
serve weather signs carefully. Since most pilgrims traveled in the 
company of experienced prairie men, they should "always try to 
be as useful as they can without continually getting in the way." 
This could best be accomplished by helping water the animals 
and picketing the horses for the night in a spot with good grass. 
Then the newcomer should hustle around, getting wood for a fire 
and preparing the camp for the night. With these instructions 
to guide him, any pilgrim would find life on the trail an exciting 
experience. 

Some tenderfeet, however, failed to learn these obvious les 
sons. Their misadventures became part of the fund of stories 
exchanged over campfires. Favorite subjects of such yams were 
the youthful remittance men from England whose wealthy fam 
ilies sent them to the North American West. 

E. H. Maunsell delighted in telling of his experience with two 
charming and highly educated English youths, fresh from Ox 
ford. These inexperienced gentlemen planned a trip up the trail 
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from Benton to Macleod and purchased a democrat and horses 
for the journey. 

While they were still in Benton, Maunsell met the two Eng 
lishmen. Their complete ignorance of the plains appalled him, 
and led him to offer considerable advice. Patiently he warned 
them against the danger of losing their horses while on the plains, 
of the care they must take in picketing their animals for the 
night, and of the importance of providing them with good grazing. 
Then he explained that plainsmen always camped near water 
when possible, not only to obtain water for men and animals 
but also because buffalo chips for fire could be found near these 
sites. But to prepare them against the possibility of wet weather 
on their trip, the rancher urged them to take along a few sticks 
of cordwood with which to start their fires. 

In spite of MaunselFs advice, their journey from Benton to 
Macleod proved to be a comedy of errors. Douglas Allison, a 
rancher near Macleod, came upon their camp sometime later. 
His report of their difficulties provided gossip for Whoop-Up 
saloons for months. 

When he first rode up, the Englishmen were on their knees 
with a stick of cordwood between them desperately lighting 
match after match in an effort to start a fire. An astonishing 
number of used matches lay about them. They had despaired 
of having a fire while on the plains, but Allison quickly cut kin 
dling for them and soon a roaring fire boiled their tea water. 

Later, the rancher described with great glee the amazement 
of the youthful Oxonians at his primitive achievement. "My 
word! S'prising" exclaimed the two in their astonishment at the 
way "these backwoodsmen fellows" did things. 

More serious was their mishandling of the horses. The follow 
ing morning their animals were found nearly strangled as their 
picket lines had fouled. Placed too close to each other, the two 
horses had become hopelessly entangled during the night. For 
tunately, Allison assisted these latter-day pilgrims to Fort Mac 
leod where they arrived safely. But their mishaps marked them 
for the remainder of their visit as targets for western humor. 9 
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Men who skinned mules or whacked bulls did not occupy a 
high position in western society. The roughness and simplicity 
of their lives on the trail and their undisciplined conduct In the 
towns marked them as vulgarians. Many indeed must have been 
"hard cases" whose depredations in frontier saloons and pool 
halls earned a tough reputation for their entire guild. 

Many townspeople resented the invasions of the freighters. 
Their impromptu celebrations often disturbed the peace and cost 
the community money to repair the damage. Escaping from the 
monotony of the trail and possessing several weeks* pay, the 
bullwhackers and muleskinners freely spent their money. "One 
peculiarity of these prairie mariners is the apparent power ex 
erted over them by the possession of a few dollars of the realm," 
complained the Yellowstone Journal. 10 

Typical of these sprees was one that nearly took Fort Benton 
apart in May 1876. Unfortunately, two big outfits, the Diamond 
B, and Benton Transportation Company, hit town at the same 
time. After an evening's drinking bout in the "Extradition," the 
"Break O' Day," and the "Medicine Lodge," the bullwhackers 
went on a "big whisky brave," determined to "take possession 
of the town." 

With utter contempt for peace officers, the drunken teamsters 
marched up and down Front Street, whooping and screaming 
and kicking in the doors as they passed. Broken windows and 
damaged property attested to their violent passage. 

This was too much for the town's merchants. Fears for the 
security of their property soon led them to arouse the reluctant 
sheriff, William Howe, to his duties. With the aid of several 
"able-bodied citizens," the sherijEf and his deputies soon subdued 
the rampaging bullwhackers who spent the remainder of their 
gay night in Benton's jail. Such incidents left Bentonites less 
than enthusiastic about bullwhacker celebrations. 11 

V 

Numerous service industries sprang up to keep the wagons 
rolling. Late in autumn after the season's freighting, wagonmas- 
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ters turned out their stock to graze on the range during the win 
ter. But this was the busiest time of the year for the blacksmiths, 
wheelwrights, and harness makers who overhauled wagons, re 
built wheels and axles, and repaired worn harnesses. 

Slight attention, however, was paid to the upkeep of the trail. 
Government road building, so important for other western routes, 
played no role on this international highway. No United States 
military installations gave convenient excuse for federal appro 
priations. Some assistance from Chouteau County helped build 
bridges, but this was on such a limited scale that it gave little 
aid. 

Fortunately, the trail crossed a flat plains country with few 
physical barriers. Rivers comprised the most serious obstacles, 
frequently delaying traffic for days. Swollen streams from melt 
ing snows in the mountains or flash floods from heavy rains 
transformed the normally sluggish streams into raging torrents. 
Crossing the Marias, Milk, or Oldman rivers after they had re 
turned to normal flow required the discovery of new fords, for 
these capricious streams changed their depth with disconcerting 
frequency as sand beds took on new contours. Lives were lost 
and equipment damaged when drivers miscalculated. 

Bridges spanned some of the streams during the eighties. Most 
of these proved temporary, disappearing when spring floods or 
chinook-loosened ice tore out the footings. At other crossings, 
crude ferries transported passengers and light freight across the 
streams. But these were inadequate to handle the heavily loaded 
wagons of the bulltrains. 

Trail hazards filled the region's newspapers with a succession 
of disaster stories. While no statistics exist to measure the acci 
dent rate on this northern trail, a survey of newspaper accounts 
clearly indicates their frequency and their heavy cost in lives 
and property. 

Runaway teams took a heavy toll. Grim stories of accidents 
caused by frightened teams appear with disturbing regularity. 
Frontier editors spared their readers none of the details, as if 
mortality itself could be held at bay by arousing survivors to 
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the gruesome realities. "His body being mangled and torn into 
a horrible shapeless mass" was the kind of comment appearing 
in these nineteenth-century accounts. 

Broken arms and legs were commonplace casualties on the 
trail. Occasionally, drama is evident as witnesses described am 
putations and surgery under primitive conditions. And some 
times the innocent also suffered. In 1876 a runaway team in Port 
Macleod crushed the little six-year-old daughter of William 
Gladestone. 

Not all accidents were as costly as these. John Higinbotham 
witnessed one during the summer of 1885, while showing the 
countryside to his father, a visitor from Ontario. As they rode 
along, one of I. G. Baker's great buUtrains under Milt Emsley 
forded the Oldman near Fort Macleod. 

"Here is something you wiU not see in the East," Higinbotham 
assured his father. Just then the heavy chain connecting the 
train snapped, leaving wagons in the water while the oxen slowly 
emerged on the other bank. 

Casually the wagonmaster walked to an open spot alongside 
the trail. Here he threw his bullwhip to the ground, carefully 
deposited his coat, vest, and hat beside it, and kneeling near this 
impromptu prairie altar cut loose with such a violent and blas 
phemous collection of oaths that the appalled senior Higinbot 
ham called out, "Drive on at once, or the ground will open and 
swallow us." 12 

The greatest danger to travelers on the Whoop-Up Trail lay 
in the capricious weather of the northern plains. Heavy snows in 
early autumn or in late spring often caught freighters by sur 
prise, causing suffering and occasionally death to men and ani 
mals. 

Winter travel was extremely hazardous. Cruel storms of sud 
den ferocity, with blinding snow, harsh winds, and bitter cold, 
killed more freighters than Indians ever did. Northern plainsmen 
came to fear these outbursts of nature with a respect born of 
experience. 

Snowblinded, frozen, and lost on the trail these grim words 
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describe the fate of many. Despite every precaution, even the 
most experienced plainsmen sometimes got caught. Then, knowl 
edge of plains lore spelled the difference between survival and 
death. 

As experienced a scout as Jerry Potts sometimes ran into trou 
ble. In 1875 an early March blizzard trapped the famous North 
west Mounted Police scout with a party of policemen near the 
international boundary. After two days and nights seeking shel 
ter in the hollow of a snowdrift, without a fire and subsisting on 
raw bacon, the party decided to push on before they all froze to 
death. Through the blinding snowstorm the half-breed led his 
party. Within a short time Constable Ryan gave out and pleaded 
with the men to go on without him. This they refused to do, but 
the exhausted Ryan slowed the party dangerously. 

Near Rocky Springs the police found shelter. To their surprise 
they stumbled on a small trading shack in which a detachment 
of United States cavalrymen were posted to halt the whisky 
traffic into Canada. The American troopers rushed out to cap 
ture the exhausted Canadians, thinking they were whisky trad 
ers giving themselves up in the face of the crippling storm. With 
the discovery that the distressed party were policemen, the cav 
alrymen fed and clothed them, cared for their injuries, and finally 
sent them on their way to Helena. 

No other region in the United States imposed such hazards 
upon the pioneers who conquered it. Bitter cold in winter claimed 
its victims while intense heat with its accompanying dust storms 
and myriad of insects made summer travel a chore. But above 
all, it was the terrors of the winter blizzards that men learned 
to fear. 

On the heels of these storms often came chinooks. Welcomed 
as a respite from the terrible cold, they impeded travel by reduc 
ing the trail to miles of slush and mud. No storytelling session 
in the Whoop-Up country was complete without some reference 
to a sudden chinook that raised temperatures fifty degrees in the 
twinkling of an eye, drying the snow ahead of the runners of the 
sleds faster than the drivers could get off the trail. 
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VI 

Several travelers along the Whoop-Up Trail recorded their 
experiences. Of these, the Reverend Alexander Sutherland was 
one of the most observant and reliable. While secretary of the 
Missionary Society of the Methodist church of Canada he jour 
neyed to the Whoop-Up country in 1879 to study the Wesleyan 
enterprises at Morleyville, as well as to report on the prospects 
of further missionary effort in the region. 13 

Sutherland's reactions to the Missouri River, its muddy waters, 
its Indians, and its scenery, were similar to those of hundreds of 
travelers. He found the river water too muddy to enjoy as a 
beverage but, denied its alcoholic substitutes by moral scruple, 
the clergyman learned to live with it. "A good set of teeth for 
straining purposes," he observed, "would seem to be indispen 
sable." 

To his surprise, the steamboat's crew and passengers did not 
live up to his expectations of the "Wild West." The West which 
greeted him seemed so mild that he commented several times 
upon the "entire absence of that 'roughness' which I had always 
associated with the belongings of a Missouri 'flat' [boat]." On 
Sundays he held religious services, "well attended by crew and 
passengers." 

Fort Benton, with its many saloons and gambling halls, more 
nearly confirmed his image of the West. But the city's commerce 
impressed Sutherland even more than its sins. The "go ahead" 
spirit of its businessmen and the magnitude of their enterprise 
excited him. Several firms, he believed, handled more goods and 
money than the largest wholesale houses in Toronto. 

In Benton the clergyman met David McDougall, brother of 
the missionary and Whoop-Up trader. McDougall organized the 
wagon train and took command. With twelve teams comprising 
their caravan, the party headed north in early July. Four miles 
west of Benton they forded the Teton River and eight miles far 
ther on pitched their first camp on the trail. To Sutherland every 
activity provided a new and exciting experience. The arrange 
ment of the wagons in the familiar western corral, into which 
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horses could be driven when needed, struck his fancy. The fact 
that they carried no oats or hay for their horses puzzled him. 
Even after long and fatiguing journeys, these native animals ex 
isted on grass! 

Montana soils did not impress this eastern visitor whose gen 
eral reactions accorded with the Great American Desert tradi 
tion. Soils seemed exceedingly poor in contrast to the rich loams 
east of the Mississippi. But he guarded his criticisms with fre 
quent observations that vast herds of buffalo had only recently 
grazed these prairies, hence there must be the basis for a pas 
toral economy. Absence of timber and scanty rainfall depressed 
him, as they so frequently did newcomers from forested Amer 
ica, while the alkali character of the soil confirmed his judgment 
of the inferior quality of the country. 

The intense heat of July caused the party considerable dis 
comfort. As far as his eye could reach no shade promised relief; 
"it seemed at times as if we should absolutely faint away." Even 
worse, the alkali water of the region failed to relieve his thirst, 
and with the passage of the second day, parched and crackgd 
lips added to his distress. Soon, mouth and throat became "as 
dry and sapless as a superannuated sermon." Heat became so 
intolerable to the clergyman that for two days he ate nothing 
but three Boston crackers, though the teamsters' appetites 
seemed unaffected. 

These physical discomforts, however, were somewhat moder 
ated after the third day out from Benton. For one thing, the 
tenderfoot adjusted to the new environment, and he now caught 
his first glimpse of the Rocky Mountains towering in the dis 
tance. From that day on, the party traveled in the shadow of 
the Rockies, whose beauties are one of the peculiar charms of 
the western fringes of the Great Plains. 

From Pen d'Oreille Springs to the Marias River the train trav 
eled during the night to avoid the burning heat of the July sun. 
On this river the party found a scow and rope ferry by which 
they crossed "with considerable ease." 

Even more gratifying, they discovered that the little trading 
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post on the far bank offered a well-stocked larder. Most wel 
comed of Its offerings was the unexpected luxury of a pall of ice 
that the enterprising trader had harvested during the winter 
months and stored for such occasions. 

North of the Marias the trail offered its most barren aspect. 
Here the wagon trains crossed Big Alkali Mat, a bleak plain 
offering neither water nor forage for weary animals. The Suther 
land party continued traveling at night, but now its progress 
was slowed by the tendency of the heavy wagons to sink into the 
light soil. 

Most parties pushed through this inhospitable stretch without 
pausing and this train was no exception. The trip from 18 Mile 
Coulee across the Flat to Rocky Springs, the next desirable 
campsite, was a long, trying haul. Extreme fatigue delayed the 
wagons as dozing drivers lost control of their teams on several 
occasions, nearly causing serious runaways. Finally at daybreak, 
they reached Rocky Springs where they spent the day recruiting 
their horses and refreshing the men. 

Rocky Springs, near modern Sweetgrass, was a favorite site. 
Three separate springs flowed from the hillside into the adjoin 
ing valley to form a pleasant stream. Here were grass and water 
for the largest bulltrains, and this small party had no difficulty 
in providing for itself. Since it was also the Sabbath, the Rev 
erend Mr. Sutherland used the day's rest to "refresh the spiritual 
man" with divine services. Renewed in body and spirit, the train 
crossed the international boundary the following morning. 

Like every patriotic son returning to his homeland, Suther 
land immediately detected a marked improvement in soils, pas 
turage, and water "once the train crossed the forty-ninth par 
allel." Thus the good clergyman testified to that magic alchemy 
of political boundaries, and the pronounced effect they have 
upon the traveler. There seems to be slight evidence, however, 
that the surveyor's chains altered the chemistry of the soil for 
mations or disturbed the ecological balance on either side of this 
man-made barrier. 

Soon the party reached the Milk River, "a beautiful stream.** 
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Here good pasturage and a refreshing cup of tea confirmed Suth 
erland's warm judgment of Ms country's West. But evil entered 
this idyllic garden, not in the form of a serpent, but in the myr 
iad forms of insects. Soon the flies, gnats, and mosquitoes tor 
mented the animals so badly they could not graze, forcing the 
freighters to build smudge fires for relief from their unwelcome 
hosts. 

For hours the men battled the insects. Smudge fires were kept 
burning all night and in desperation Sutherland finally resorted 
to killing the intruders in his tent with a lighted candle. This 
strenuous encounter led him, as it had countless plains travelers 
before him, to speculate on the utility of mosquitoes in nature's 
economy. These speculations proved futile, though the clergy 
man did conclude that "Darwin's theory of the survival of the 
fittest is, as applied to mosquitoes, a transparent fraud." 

Northward the bulltram moved across the rolling plains to 
the Oldman River. After overnight halts at Kipp's Coulee and 
15 Mile Butte, the train reached the river only to find it too high 
to ford. Here the train halted while its leaders took counsel. For 
tunately, Nicholas Sheran's coal mines were near by, with their 
flat-bottom boats, which the New Yorker used to haul his coal 
across the river. These boats were pressed into service, the goods 
unloaded from the wagons, ferried across the stream, and re 
loaded on the other side. It required nearly a day to complete 
this trans-shipment, but the Oldman was safely crossed and the 
trail stretched out ahead to Fort Macleod. 

vn 

Fort Macleod stood out on maps of the Canadian West during 
the seventies in clear, impressive print. But visitors quickly dis 
covered that the prominence of its name on an empty map gave 
no indication of its physical size or meager population. Nor did 
it differ in appearance from other plains towns because it lay 
north of the forty-ninth parallel. One distinguished British vis 
itor unkindly described it as a "wide, muddy lane, with a row of 
dirty, half finished wooden shanties flanking each side." 14r 
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This unfinished appearance struck every traveler. The fact is, 
old Fort Macleod, built on an island selected by the Northwest 
Mounted Police, never matured into a permanent settlement. 
From its founding in 1874 until its desertion a decade later, the 
island town lived a temporary existence. Spring floods threatened 
to sweep it into the Oldman annually, while changes in the 
river's channel sent swirling waters against the tiny island with 
such force that the town's foundations were gradually washed 
away. In 1879, when a particularly serious flood threatened the 
island, most residents reached the conclusion that a new town- 
site must be found. 15 

Senility thus set in while the town was yet an infant. Since 
businessmen refused to invest in improving a community of such 
uncertain habitation, signs of age appeared on the town's face 
prematurely. For ten years residents debated the advisability of 
moving to a new site, but with the recession of annual spring 
floods, they postponed the shift. Through most of its history as 
the northern terminus of the Whoop-Up Trail, Macleod lived an 
uncertain existence, an island that during high waters "required 
swimming to get either on or off." 16 

Despite its primitive accommodations, Fort Macleod earned a 
reputation of hospitality to freighters and travelers who came 
its way. Much of this renown lay in the Macleod Hotel. Under 
the management of Harry "Kamoose" Taylor, it became synon 
ymous with Macleod in many memories. 

Taylor's management of the hotel matched his colorful career. 
Born in England and educated for the ministry, he came into the 
North American west as a missionary. By 1872, for reasons ob 
scured by time, he abandoned his high calling to turn to the 
more lucrative business of trading whisky to the Indians. During 
his two years in this undertaking he won the sobriquet "Ka- 
moose" by stealing an Indian squaw when her family refused to 
sell her, despite his generous offer of a horse, two pairs of blan 
kets, and some tobacco. After this exploit, the Indian name 
"Kamoose" or "wife stealer" distinguished him from other more 
successful traders. 17 
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Arrest in 1874 by the Mounted Police ended his career as an 
Indian trader. But it launched him on a more rewarding one as 
a hotel owner, for which he seemed fully equipped by tempera 
ment, if not by training. His hotel won acclaim throughout the 
entire West. Nothing south of the boundary in Montana could 
match it, chiefly because there was only one "Kamoose" Taylor. 
His amiable spirit, open-handed generosity, and colorful admin 
istration won a reputation envied by rival institutions. Travelers 
stayed with "Kamoose" despite every primitive inconvenience 
associated with this frontier hotel; they prized their experiences 
and never forgot them with the passage of time. 

When the stagecoach drew up in front of the modest building 
housing the Macleod, a curious sign welcomed its passengers. 
Under the name of the hotel hung a large silhouette of the back 
of a man's head with the cryptic comment "No Jawbone." To 
eastern visitors these words seemed unduly enigmatic, to west 
erners they simply meant that "Kamoose" accepted no credit, 
cash only. 

Inside the hotel, the crude accommodations seemed neither bet 
ter nor worse than many others. But Taylor's rules of conduct 
quickly attracted the traveler's attention and were soon widely 
copied throughout the West: 

1. Guests will be provided with breakfast and dinner, but 

must rustle their own lunch. 
. Spiked boots and spurs must be removed at night before 

retiring. 

3. Dogs not allowed in bunks, but may sleep underneath. 

4. Towels changed weekly, Insect Powder for sale at the 
bar. 

5* Special rates to "Gospel Grinders/' 

6. Assaults against the cook are strictly prohibited. 

7. Only registered guests allowed the special privilege of 
sleeping on the Bar Room floor. 

8. To attract attention of waiters, shoot a hole through the 
door panel. Two shots for ice water, three for a deck of 
cards. 
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9. In case of fire the guests are requested to escape without 

unnecessary delay. 

10. Guests are requested to rise at 6 A.M. This is imperative 
as the sheets are needed for tablecloths. 

All this was in the tradition of the raw West, except that fre 
quent Mounted Police visits kept the Macleod Hotel from vio 
lating the laws. Yet police and populace alike grew genuinely 
fond of the good-natured publican and encouraged his eccen 
tricities as a way of furnishing the little town with colorful pub 
licity. 

In physical appearance Fort Macleod resembled countless 
frontier towns in the American West. But this fagade of similar 
ity should not conceal the greater fact that the community life 
of this town took on a very different character. While western, 
it was also Canadian, with its settlers consciously seeking to imi 
tate the cultural and political patterns of their Ontario homes. 

To create a Canadian community despite the strong pull of 
regional ties to Fort Benton was not easy. News, for example, 
came through American sources and possessed a strong Amer 
ican flavor as well as content. Despite the fact that the Fort 
Benton Record published considerable Canadian news, even 
going so far as to print a digest of debates in the House of Com 
mons, Canadians wanted their own journals. In July I88, they 
welcomed the Fort Macleod Gazette, edited by Charles Edward 
Dudley Wood, a former master in Trinity College. 

Similarly, they demanded schools. Their concern grew from 
the desire not only to give their children literacy to prevent their 
"growing to manhood as ignorant as the Indians themselves," 
but also to train them in the "glorious traditions of the Empire." 

Frequent events reminded Canadians of the magnitude of 
their problem of cutting the cultural and economic ties emanat 
ing from Fort Benton. For many years American patriotic holi 
days were enthusiastically celebrated in the Canadian village. 
Washington's and Lincoln's birthdays competed with the Queen's 
birthday for importance in its hybrid population. As late as June 
188S the Gazette observed, "Macleod celebrates both American 
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and Canadian holidays, thus enjoying both sets of national holi 
days/' 18 

These were only superficial evidences of a deeper problem. Of 
great consequence were social institutions, familiar to the Amer 
ican West but alien to Canada, that came in the wake of the 
migration up the Whoop-Up Trail. Such was the vigilante soci 
ety. Whatever its justification because of ineffective government 
south of the international boundary, Canadians resisted its use 
in their West as debasing to law and destructive of justice. When 
a vigilante placard appeared in Macleod in 1883, the Gazette's 
editor indignantly labeled it as "evidently written by some out 
cast and dead beat from some other country." 

Canadian officials saw the problem and worked to create a 
British community on the northern plains. In his first visit in 
1877, Lieutenant Governor Laird expressed the hope that the 
numerous ex-Americans in the region "will always be found con 
ducting yourselves as becomes worthy subjects of that illustrious 
Sovereign whom I ... represent." 19 

Western Canadians succeeded in establishing political, reli 
gious, economic, and social institutions peculiar to their own tra 
ditions and cultural inheritance. Thus two societies, differing 
from each other in fundamental aspects, emerged on the northern 
Great Plains. Westerners, whether Canadians or Americans, built 
institutions only slightly influenced by the environment around 
them. National differences prevailed over the sameness of phys 
ical environment. 
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USINESS enterprise in the Gilded Age is a fre 
quent theme of historical writing. So widespread is this interest 
and so thorough its influence that the words "Bobber Baron" 
and "Great Tycoon" are the common property of our everyday 
language, and the careers in accumulation of Vanderbllt, Car 
negie, Rockefeller, Msk, and Drew are part of our folklore. 

Unfortunately this preoccupation with the achievements of 
the Lords of Creation leaves untouched the activities of scores 
of other businessmen who lived by the same principles and in 
the same hope* This is particularly true of business enterprise 
along the edge of settlement during the Gilded Age. There, even 
those who were immensely successful, such as Frederick Weyer 
haeuser, are often overlooked. But the fact is, countless able 
and enterprising businessmen, living by the same tough-minded 
standards, emulating the same ruthless practices, and exalting 
similar individualistic ethics, flourished on the Great Plains, the 
great frontier of post-Civil War expansion. They too created 
their own dynasties and their own private kingdoms. 

They were, of course, dearly motivated by the stimulus of 
creating a new society in the West. Theirs was the immense sat 
isfaction of building new communities where only the dreary 
solitudes of the "Great American Desert" witnessed their initial 
toils. Frontier businessmen thus illustrate with surprising clarity 
the driving will to create, to win, or to conquer which Professor 
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Schumpeter discovered in entrepreneurial ambitions elsewhere. 
They saw themselves as leaders in the last stages of a national 
epic begun at Jamestown in 1607 and in which they were the lat 
est adventurers conquering a wilderness to leave a heritage of 
schools and churches, saloons and hurdy-gurdy houses, business 
establishments and political institutions. Success in the frontier 
community was easily measured, even if accompanied by per 
sonal failure, for its monument was a new city, its tribute the 
hustle of another thriving community. 

The wealth of these men, sons of their age as completely as 
Vanderbilt or Carnegie, was created in a frontier society and in 
the environment of the Great Plains. But too often their activ 
ities have been viewed as isolated experiences, uniquely shaped 
by this plains environment or profoundly altered by the alchemy 
of the physical world about them. True, they seldom accumu 
lated the vast fortunes of the eastern tycoons, but they wor 
shiped at the same altars of success and practiced the same 
rituals to achieve it. 

Visiting Europeans noted little difference in the optimism, the 
ruthless energy, and the "American brag" of Yankees wherever 
they found them. "No matter what part of the country one is 
in," discovered a visiting Britisher in 1876, "there is to be found 
'the finest in the world. 5 This is a stock phrase and a part of his 
creed he is never tired of quoting." * For westerners to speak of 
their little log-cabin villages as the "finest in the world" annoyed 
even the most seasoned traveler, who viewed the scene through 
the hard, clear eyes of realism rather than through the magnify 
ing glass of the boomers' unbounded faith and unlimited de 
sire. 

Still more distressing was the American habit of appearing to 
take credit for the natural wealth of their vast continent. This 
was a common western vice, but was exceeded by the pride of 
New Yorkers in Niagara Falls. "Some, again, speak of their 
country and its great natural beauties as if due to their own in 
dividual foresight and exertion, and I doubt not feel compla- 
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cently satisfied at the compliment they pay the Almighty by 
flying the American flag over the wonders of His creation/* was 
the way one irritated traveler expressed his feelings. 2 

Similarly, the speculative fever which raged through the West 
during these years was a national, not a peculiarly regional virus. 
Securing a quick return from a minimum investment certainly 
characterized western economic activity. One perceptive English 
businessman observed that "In the West the ruling idea is to 
spend the least time and capital. The American does not seem 
to care about a work being finished. The eaves of a house are 
not sawn off to a line, or the planks on a bridge are left jutting 
out on both sides in a ragged edge. 'It's good enough; it don't 
hurt the bridge/ " s 

Yet another national quality which visitors found throughout 
the West was the economic shortsightedness, the "let tomorrow 
take care of itself" attitude of American enterprise. Fur traders 
on the northern plains drew bitter criticism from those who wit 
nessed the exploitative character of their traffic. Captain W. F. 
Butler, the British explorer who spent many months in the re 
gion, peppered his reports with scathing denunciations of their 
ruthless stripping of the country's wealth and their callous treat 
ment of the Indians. The free trader "does not care about the 
future," wrote the Captain; "the continuance and partial well 
being of the Indian is of no consequence to him/ 5 In fact, Butler 
was amazed by the single-mindedness, the energy, and the intel 
lectual simplicity with which Americans built their economic 
empires in the West. "I recollect," he recorded, "a very earnest 
American once saying that he considered all religious, political, 
social and historical teaching could be reduced to three subjects 
the Sermon on the Mount, the Declaration of American Inde 
pendence, and the Chicago Republican Platform of I860." 4 

n 

After the Civil War, the virtually untouched northern plains 
lay fertile and open for economic exploitation. Tiny side-wheel 
steamboats had already created the vital ties, the essential phys- 
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ical links between this western hinterland and the eastern me 
tropolis so necessary for the transfer of goods and services from 
the older to the newer America. 

Fort Benton, as we have seen, quickly became the economic 
center of this expansion. Here appeared a group of merchants 
and financiers whose vaulting ambitions created a commercial 
empire encompassing half a continent, perhaps more. W. G. Con 
rad, one of the most successful of its entrepreneurs, later de 
scribed it as a "business metropolis that had for its active busi 
ness activities nearly a whole continent, that purchased goods 
from New Orleans on the south and the Great Slave lakes on the 
north, almost within the Arctic circle and sold goods all over the 
world, in St. Louis and New York, in London and St. Peters 
burg, a business running into many millions of dollars in value 
annually." Then, with the wistfulness of one who has watched 
the decline of greatness, he regretfully added, "No such com 
mercial dominion exists today in Montana despite our superior 
advantages," 5 

With all its pretensions to economic greatness, Benton re 
mained the center of a colonial economy. Behind the initiative 
and enterprise of Montana businessmen lay the relentless expan 
sion of a dynamic metropolis, lured ever westward by the pros 
pect of profits in colonial exploitation. Here were profits for 
owners of stock in the burgeoning corporations of New Jersey, 
for financiers in New York, Montreal, and London, for New Eng 
land textile manufacturers, for fabricators of Pennsylvania steel, 
for Connecticut and Kentucky distillers, for inland trading com 
panies and coastal shippers, for wholesalers and commission 
agents of Chicago, St. Paul, New Orleans, and St. Louis, for rail 
way and river steamboat companies, and for eastern land specu 
lators happy with the prospect of another agrarian El Dorado. 
The merchant princes of Fort Benton were the final agents for 
a vast system which provided Canadian and American ranchers, 
gold-seekers, treaty Indians, and government forces with the 
products of the looms of Manchester and Hartford, of the forges 
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The Captain R. E. Fisk expedition crossing the 
northern plains in 1866 

There was a "constant parade of gold-seekers, 
freighters, adventurers . . " 



The Helena-Fort Benton stage at Sun River Grossing in 1885 
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Piegan lodges 



The Whoop-Up country was Blackfoot country 



Indians at home 
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The "stricken rabble'* waiting for rations at the government agency 

Western civilization transformed Blackfoot society 
Tribal leaders at the Blackfoot agency 
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Deputy Marshal X. Beidler, whose occupation 
was "public benefactor" 



Officers of the law on 
both sides of the border 



Sheriff Johnnv Healv 
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Commissioner A. G. Irvine Commissioner James F. Macleod 
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Northwest Mounted Policemen at Fort Walsh, 1877 

.4 handful of scarlet-clad Mounties successfully challenged 
two centuries of frontier tradition 

Their resplendent uniforms contrasted with the drab plains 
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LEFT, COURTESY HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF MONTANA. RIGHT, COURTESY ROYAL 
CANADIAN MOUNTED POLICE 

Left, Blood Indians meet with a Mountie and Reverend L'Heureaux. 
Right, a Mountie scout in the 1870s 

The Northwest Mounted Police Indian policy was "orderly,, 
well planned, and honorable 9 ' 

"Unbending dignity and calculated showmanship" 
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Commissioner J. M. Walsh 

COURTESY ROYAL CANADIAN 
MOUNTED POLICE 




A wily medicine man harassed two 
governments for a decade, but 
the day of the redman was over 




Sitting Bull 

COURTESY MINNESOTA HISTOR 
ICAL SOCIETY 



Fort Walsh Indians in 
full regalia 
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and furnaces of Sheffield and Pittsburgh, and of the distilleries 
of Boston and Louisville. 

As we have seen, fur traders were first to exploit this region, 
but their temporary occupation had already run its course. The 
American Fur Company, symbol of this phase of the Whoop-Up 
country's history, was a thing of the past. Now free traders, full 
of greed and lust, harvested the meager crop of furs remaining. 

Unhappily, this decline in the fur trade coincided with the 
playing out of the Montana gold rushes, an equally serious blow 
to the commercial hopes of the little river town's business com 
munity. Thus on the threshold of the 1870s, Benton businessmen 
faced the somber prospect of the collapse of their extensive trade 
and the pessimistic admission that their high hopes for the rapid 
development of the northern plains were premature. 

Indeed, this collapse seemed to have struck in 1871 when only 
six steamboats reached the head of navigation. Declining activ 
ity in the gold fields, the completion of the rival system of trans 
portation in the Union Pacific Railway across the central plains, 
and a disastrously low water level in 1869 paralyzed the Benton 
commerce. Freight rates on the river fell from ten cents per 
pound to three, while wagon rates from Benton to Helena skidded 
from six cents to only one. Numerous businessmen went bank 
rupt as eastern goods sold at a loss and as gold and greenbacks 
approached equality in value. 6 When the great depression of 
1873 cast its darkening shadow across the plains, steamboating 
on the upper Missouri seemed a thing of the past and Fort Ben- 
ton's economic hegemony only a memory. 

Yet by 1875, Benton again hummed with activity as the frag 
ile steamboats unloaded their cargoes for the waiting wagon 
trains. So striking was this recovery that the Fort Benton Record 
exulted in the return of the "palmy days of '67 and *68." 7 Con 
ditions were so good by 1877 that the Records editor claimed he 
knew of no business failures in Montana that year. With a nod 
to easterners who persisted in viewing the West as "wild and 
woolly/* he claimed this unique record was established by the 
simple expedient of hanging to a tree every businessman on the 
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verge of bankruptcy. 8 This may well be a stimulus to managerial 
efficiency thus far overlooked by students of the "dismal sci 
ence." 

This revival of trade was all the more impressive since it came 
while the rest of the country still foundered in the sloughs of 
depression. As the national economy gradually fought its way 
up from the lows of depression by 1878, Benton boomed and in 
1879 river commerce was better than it had been during the 
"golden age" of the gold stampedes. In the face of this develop 
ment, Bentonites were supremely confident their prosperity was 
permanently secured by their strategic location on the river. 
With the Peptoptimist spirit again running at full tide, any sug 
gestion that Benton's prosperity was temporary was swept aside. 

Revival of the Missouri traffic and the reawakening of Fort 
Benton rested on economic changes which few contemporaries 
foresaw and fewer historians have fully recognized. To the north 
the establishment of law and order by the Northwest Mounted 
Police created a heavy demand for provisions and supplies, for 
cash funds and credit facilities which could not be met by the 
underdeveloped system of communications across the plains from 
Winnipeg. Soon treaties with Indians required extensive goods 
and services financed by government expenditures. With the cre 
ation of order and the restriction of Indians to reservations, 
ranchers poured in to use the rich grassland. They too demanded 
economic services which only the Benton businessmen could ade 
quately provide. Meanwhile, similar developments on the Amer 
ican side of the boundary created further markets. 

Government spending in Ottawa as well as in Washington 
thus offered Benton businessmen an opportunity which they 
fully exploited. The decade of the 1870s which had begun so mis 
erably and had promised so little ended on a note of unexpected 
prosperity. This prosperity did not entirely appear, as some have 
reasoned, from a continually growing population which grew 
"tired of frontier conditions and demanded more and better 
things of life which could be procured in the East," 9 for this 
ever-increasing demand was largely satisfied through the Utah 
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and Northern extension of the Union Pacific Railway to Corinne, 
Utah. A more complete explanation is seen in the dramatic ex 
pansion of trade into Canada which brought steamboats toiling 
up the river and sent scores of wagon trains creaking across the 
plains to Canadian destinations, 

HI 

Control of this extensive commerce rested largely with Benton 
companies, chief of which were the I. G. Baker and T. C. Power 
and Brother firms. Keen rivalry marked the growth to power 
of these great houses during the 1870s as each fought to seize 
the lion's share of the northwest trade. Though other business 
firms such as the Carroll, Steell partnership, the Murphy, Neel 
Company, and the IQeinschmidt Company attained local prom 
inence, the Baker and Power companies dominated the regional 
trade so completely that their histories are synonymous with the 
growth of Benton as a transportation hub, a merchandising mart, 
and a financial center in the years following the Civil War. 

In 1864, after business experience in Burlington, Iowa, Con 
necticut-born Isaac Gilbert Baker traveled up the river to serve 
as chief clerk for Pierre Chouteati, Jr., at Fort Benton. A year 
later, however, the ambitious fur trader organized his own com 
pany in partnership with his brother George. Thomas C. Power, 
on the other hand, arrived in Benton in 1867 equipped with a 
stock of goods and with the hope of a lively trade with the thou 
sands of gold-seekers then passing through the town. He too was 
joined by a brother, John Power. Both firms quickly prospered 
and built great empires on the ruins of the American Fur Com 
pany. 

These brother partnerships were soon joined by equally able 
young colleagues. In 1873-74, George Baker sold his interest in 
the Baker firm to the Virginia-born Conrad brothers, William, 
Charles, and John, who at once became the dynamic personal 
ities in the company, shaping its policy and directing its rapid 
expansion. Since the Conrads possessed the same economic and 
political views as the Bakers, they continued the firm without 
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disturbing its dynastic character. This was especially true after 
I. G. Baker opened offices in St. Louis in 1874. There, the senior 
partner supervised the purchasing, transporting, and financing of 
goods and equipment consigned to the firm's Benton headquarters. 
He also acted as the vital liaison agent between its western and 
eastern activities. By 1878, this firm shipped $,500,000 worth 
of goods through Benton annually and was among the largest 
taxpayers in Montana. It possessed economic power reaching out 
along the trails to control the little towns and lonely posts of the 
northern plains and exercised political influence stretching through 
Helena to Washington and from Regina to Ottawa. 

These were the merchant princes of Benton. Shrewd, energetic, 
ambitious, they also had important qualities in social background 
and experience only recently recognized as typical of business 
leadership in this era. Eastern-born, sons of native-born Amer 
icans of British descent, and possessed of superior education for 
their time, they conform with surprising homogeneity to the 
composite of business leadership in the 1870s as revealed in re 
cent entrepreneurial studies. 10 The Bakers, Powers, and Conrads 
undoubtedly possessed much of the initiative, courage, and grit 
of the heroes of the dime novels of their time, but they obviously 
do not conform to the folklore image of poor immigrant lads, 
friendless and without social background, rising from grinding 
poverty to great wealth through pluck and virtue only. 

They were also typical frontier entrepreneurs. Their wide range 
of business interests and variety of investments were quite in 
keeping with the freewheeling economy in which they sought 
their fortunes. Both firms grew strong and wealthy through in 
vestments in fur trading, mining, milling, banking, Indian trad 
ing, retail and wholesale merchandising, river steamers, wagon 
freighting, and lucrative government contracts, both Canadian 
and American. 

Both firms made their first profits in a lively trade with the 
Gros Ventre, Blood, and Blackfoot Indians. Since much of this 
trade turned on the sale of whisky for robes and pelts, the mer 
chant princes were deeply involved in this dubious business dur- 
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ing their early years. Many well-known whisky traders bought 
their goods on credit from Baker and Power, while several were 
actual partners in the traffic. At one time or other, Johnny Healy, 
D. W. Davis, A. B. Hamilton, Abel Farwell, and Moses Solomon 
were agents or partners of the two firms before the police ended 
their profitable ventures. 

Evidence of direct implication in the whisky trade is difficult 
to come by. In later years, a certain stigma surrounded a career 
in the whisky traffic, and men who had made modest fortunes 
in the trade maintained a discreet silence. But several of the 
leading citizens of northern Montana and southern Alberta were 
clearly implicated in this miserable business. Some, even, were 
national figures such as D. W. Davis, a Baker employee at noto 
rious Fort Whoop-Up, who served as a member of Parliament 
in Ottawa from 1887 to 1896, and Thomas C. Power, who became 
a leading figure in the Republican party and Montana's first 
United States senator in Washington. Others occupied lesser po 
sitions of prominence. A. B. Hamilton, I. G. Baker's nephew, was 
later elected to the Montana legislature, while several of Chou- 
teau County's sheriffs the most famous, of course, William 
Rowe and Johnny Healy were former whisky runners. Still 
others joined Montana's first families or Alberta's respected pio 
neers. It was hardly to their interest to publicize their early in 
volvement in the whisky trade. 

But the pioneer's urge to tell his story is too great to repress, 
and many of the lesser fry, having little at stake in such revela 
tions, talked freely. Historical records, too, have a way of ex 
posing the past, even the unpleasant past. Memoirs, diaries, 
personal letters, as well as official reports in Ottawa and Wash 
ington clearly tell the story. Typical of the contemporary evi 
dence is the flat statement of I. G. Baker's guilt in a letter to 
Montana's territorial delegate, Major Maginnis: "I have seen 
members of that firm in the very act of selling whisky to In 
dians." 1X 

Both of these firms also came under criticism for the illegal sale 
of arms and ammunition to Indians. In 1876, the New York 
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Herald condemned T. C. Power for selling rifles and ammunition 
to hostile Indians. With Chief Joseph and Sitting Bull on the 
prowl, army officials were sensitive to the illegal traffic in weap 
ons. General Gibbon warned the T. C. Power Company, "Informa 
tion from an authentic source has reached me that some 138,000 
rounds of small arms ammunition and several cases of breech- 
loading small arms were shipped to you up the Missouri River 
by the last trip of the Benton. In the present state of Indian 
affairs in this section of the country I desire to impress on your 
mind the fact that should any portion of these arms and ammu 
nition find its way into the hands of the Indians, you will be held 
responsible for the consequence by an outraged community." 12 

These and other charges were leveled against the Benton com 
panies, but proof was difficult to assemble and both firms rode 
out every storm of criticism. Each claimed its trade with the In 
dians conformed to license privileges granted by the Office of 
Indian Affairs, including permission to trade specified quantities 
of arms to the northern tribes. 13 And each denied that its arms 
trade violated the congressional act of 1873 regulating the sale 
of arms or ammunition to "uncivilized or hostile Indians." 

Whatever the role of the merchant princes in these dubious 
trades in the early years, by 1875 they vigorously opposed the 
whisky traffic. Weary of the demoralizing effects of whisky upon 
the Indian's economic status and shocked by its cost to the trad 
ers themselves, the Benton merchants welcomed the shift to a 
legal trade. Then too, the newly arrived Mounties were a power 
ful incentive to remain within the law. 

IV 

Trade with the northern tribes quickly drew the merchant 
princes across the international boundary into competition with 
the Hudson's Bay Company. Though the honorable company 
had long ignored the region between the Missouri and the South 
Saskatchewan, the intrusion of the Baker and Power traders was 
keenly resented. I. G. Baker and T. C. Power were not popular 
names in Winnipeg, Montreal, or London. 
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Very early in the trading, the Baker and Power firms sought 
monopoly control over the Indian trade in the Whoop-Up coun 
try. In this they were quite in accord with the spirit of their 
age, and they used the same arguments of efficiency and lower 
costs to explain their efforts to eliminate wasteful competition. 

Initial efforts to control the trade were directed against the 
numerous free traders, as well as against each other. Until the 
early 1880s when they divided the region into spheres of influ 
ence, the struggle for supremacy was bitter, even violent in the 
finest traditions of the fur trade. They tried first to control the 
trading by driving rival traders out of the country and by de 
stroying competition at its source through the Spitzee Cavalry. 
This crude attempt failed, just as the later effort of the Power 
firm to represent the frontier fight at Cypress Hills as a brutal 
slaughter of helpless Indians failed. Power's hope that the Baker 
traders would be arrested and so eliminated from the trading 
was not fully realized, but his scheme left the tradition of mas 
sacre deeply imbedded in the folk history of the Canadian-Amer 
ican West. 

With the failure of these attempts to eliminate rivals, the mer 
chant princes next sought to gain control at a more sensitive 
point, the exchange in Fort Benton. Here they had greater suc 
cess, for most of the independent traders had little capital and 
were vulnerable to pooling arrangements among the buyers. In 
1876, the pooling campaign with its private understandings 
among the buyers successfully eliminated many small compet 
itors. Some of its victims resented their fate. Johnny Healy 
wrote feelingly of his alleged treatment at the hands of T. C. 
Power: "My relations with T. C. Power in the shipment of 
robes to Canada has resulted disastrously to me, for the reason 
that T. C. has gone into the swindling business as it pays better, 
when a man gets [in] a position to be robbed without having the 
power to help himself/ 5 14 

Soon the activities of the pool became so transparent that 
Benton's newspaper felt obliged to protest publicly. "Benton has 
already suffered enough from Indian rings and corporate mon- 
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opolies, without having her trade ruined by a robe clique com 
posed of a few temporary residents of the town who have no 
other interest in the place than to fill their pockets and leave/' 15 
Official army reports were equally outspoken about conditions 
at Fort Benton: "There is a community of interest among the 
capitalists here that enables them to combine and have most 
things their own way in many respects," wrote Lieutenant Colo 
nel Samuel B. Holabird in 1870. 16 

But now a far more formidable threat to Benton' s monopo 
lists made itself felt. Far to the east Winnipeg was a serious rival, 
using every geographic advantage in its grasp and wielding every 
political weapon within its power. The Montana town's position 
on the river, however, gave it important advantages over its 
Canadian competitor. Moreover, since most of the robes found 
their final markets in the United States, many traders preferred 
to ship them through Fort Benton. Shorter by five hundred 
miles, the Whoop-Up Trail route could lay down freight in Fort 
Macleod for six to eight cents a pound while its Manitoba rival 
could do no better than eighteen. Thus Fort Benton outstripped 
its competitor through the use of its natural line of communica 
tions, that spiral staircase ascending from St. Louis. 

Unfortunately, Benton's natural advantages were frequently 
offset by forces over which local merchants had little control. A 
new tariff schedule in 1876, for example, disrupted the robe trade 
and was the chief reason for J. J. Healy's troubles, for he was 
only one of many facing ruin when Congress doubled the rates 
on imported robes and pelts. 17 By this time, the traditional de 
vice of smuggling across the boundary had become too risky for 
widespread use. The vigilance of the Mounted Police made cap 
ture too nearly certain. 

To avoid tariff barriers, T. C. Power hit upon a plan which 
proved the salvation of Benton merchants and nearly gave him 
the monopoly trade so long his object. His project was simple, 
yet fully effective. He secured a permit to ship goods from Eng 
land or eastern Canada through the United States to western 
Canadian customers under a $100,000 bond deposited in Wash- 
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ington. Power quickly saw that such a scheme was the key to 
successful competition with the Hudson's Bay Company and at 
the same time, with an exclusive permit, it would effectively 
destroy the profits in the Canadian trade of the rival Baker firm. 

To this monopolistic end, T. C. Power marshaled his forces in 
Washington. "I will go to Washington," he wrote Major Magin- 
nis, "and help work it through for we miist accomplish the ship 
ping in bond arrangement as it will save us considerable money 
and unless we can do it we can not cope with the Hudson's Bay 
company who ship in that way via St. Paul* Work it up Majfor] 
and I will see all your expenses paid for it will certainly [be] a 
big thing for our part of the country." 1S 

Power apparently feared, however, that his personal influence 
was not sufficient to convince Washington officials of the wis 
dom of his project. He turned, therefore, to the good offices of 
the ambitious and colorful Johnny Healy, good friend of the ter 
ritorial delegate and favorite of the Whoop-Up Democrats, to 
advance his plan. Soon Healy was in correspondence with Magin- 
nis urging an exclusive permit for his friend and pointing out the 
political wisdom of such assistance. "I have arranged everything 
with Tom P satisfactory, and if you can do anything for him 
towards procuring an exclusive permit to ship in bond the 
same will be of benefit to me. I understand that I. G. Bfaker] is 
after the same favor but I must say that you owe him noth 
ing, & for the Wm. Conrads, they are or would be as willing 
to sacrifice you, as they were to Jas. Cavanaugh. Tom will call 
on you and will explain matters fully . . ." 19 

T. C. Power's political maneuvering for monopoly privileges 
failed. Other Ben ton firms secured the same permits and free 
enterprise prevailed, in spite of the exertions of some of the free 
enterprisers. 

By shipping bonded cargoes into the Northwest, Benton mer 
chants undersold the Hudson's Bay Company in its own back 
yard. Goods shipped via the Missouri Eiver and freighted up the 
Whoop-Up Trail reached their destination with a saving of 5 
per cent in freighting costs. This bonding scheme also provided 
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Canadian- and British-made goods to suit Canadian consumer 
tastes, an important factor in competing with rival Canadian 
firms. By 1876, most cargoes passing through Fort Benton to 
the Canadian West were bonded shipments from eastern Canada 
or Britain. Thus the merchant princes launched into interna 
tional trade in a most unlikely spot on the remote Canadian- 
American frontier of settlement. 

v 

To most visitors, the merchandising and warehousing activ 
ities of the Benton firms seemed impressive. Extensive ware 
houses along Front Street provided facilities to protect and 
trans-ship goods destined for distant markets on the plains. The 
Elemschmidt Company created great excitement in 1878 when 
it constructed the largest warehouse in Benton and built it with 
concrete. The novelty of concrete construction provoked hot ar 
guments among plainsmen as to its value, durability, and cost. 
There is no evidence that Bentonites welcomed the new mate 
rial as a substitute for the timber which the plains country 
lacked. 

Though retail merchandising was only a small part of the com 
mercial empires of the Bakers, Powers, and Conrads, it was a 
major investment. Supplies for the Indian trade, for farmers, 
freighters, prospectors, trappers, and ranchers, general merchan 
dise, and luxury services filled their stores in Benton, Fort Mac- 
leod, Fort Walsh, and Calgary. T. C. Power's boast that his 
stores could provide "anything that can be purchased in New 
York 3 ' was close to the truth, for in the same stores with the gen 
eral merchandise, agricultural implements, and miners' equip 
ment were stocks of fine wines, liquors, and cigars "marvelous 
for their magnitude," silks, satins, and broadcloth, as well as the 
services of tailors, bootmakers, milliners, and dressmakers. 

Contracts to provide goods and services to the Canadian and 
American governments were the major source of income for both 
companies. Politicians on both sides of the international bound 
ary were willing allies in the merchants' schemes to secure lucra- 
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live contracts to supply food, clothing, and equipment for mili 
tary and police forces, to drive in beef for treaty Indians, and to 
provide supplies for government activities of every kind. The 
rate of government spending in the West as determined in Wash 
ington and Ottawa spelled the difference between success and 
failure for western businessmen. 

Baker and Power played this political game with shrewdness 
and success. While the Bakers and Conrads were Democrats and 
the Powers were Republicans, these party distinctions were rather 
less important than the sound and fury of Montana politics 
would indicate. Both great dynasties held similar economic views, 
and used politicians of both parties with equal effectiveness. 
Major Martin Maginnis was a particularly effective spokesman 
in Congress for the Montana merchants. S. T. Hauser of Helena, 
whose advice greatly influenced Maginnis, had numerous invest 
ments in the Baker and Power enterprises; hence the Benton 
men had little difficulty in securing favors from the United States 
government. This frequently went so far as to call for the shift 
ing of army troops or the redrawing of Indian reservation bound 
aries to satisfy the desires of the merchant princes of the north 
ern plains. 20 

In Washington, Maginnis served his friends well. He fought 
any reduction of expenditures to Indians and opposed every ef 
fort to consolidate or reform the Indian agencies since "the cut 
ting down and abandonment of any Indian agency will hurt 
Montana especially those in close proximity as they spend 
considerable money." 21 Maginnis' devotion to Montana's welfare 
did not go unrewarded. His powerful friends secured railroad 
passes for him, advanced him money, and looked after his polit 
ical ambitions. 22 

Canadian politicians were equally amenable to the same influ 
ence. Lieutenant Governor Edgar Dewdney used his power on 
behalf of the Baker firm to secure Canadian contracts and favors. 
In return, he earned handsome investments in Benton enter 
prises. On one occasion, the Canadian official received fifty shares 
in the Benton National Bank "to get a deposit by it of $100,000 
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or $00,000 from the Canadian government." 23 Since the Benton 
bank received a 1% per cent rate of exchange on these funds as 
well as profitable fees for delivering the money to police posts 
across the boundary, such arrangements were welcomed in Fort 
Benton. 24 

Even more profitable were contracts with the Canadian gov 
ernment to carry mail into the Northwest and to supply food 
and equipment for Canadian officials. In 1875, the Baker firm 
received $1,771 for supplies to the Mounted Police, the follow 
ing year $12,057. This was nearly one third of the total expen 
ditures by the Canadian government for the force. 25 When the 
sums spent with other Benton companies and the money left by 
constables in Baker and Power stores are added to these figures, 
it is clear that well over half of the money appropriated in Ot 
tawa to police the Northwest Territories ended in the bank ac 
counts of Benton merchants. 

More important, both in value and in quantity, were contracts 
to provide beef and supplies for reservation Indians across the 
boundary. With the signing of Treaty Seven at Blackfoot Cross 
ing in 1877, I. G. Baker received the contract to supply the In 
dians with beef. Through the years these beef contracts enriched 
Benton firms. The Baker Company alone frequently purchased 
$500,000 worth of cattle to fill their annual obligations. Colonel 
S. C. Ashby, who knew the Benton companies intimately, be 
lieved that the Baker firm owed its success to these government 
contracts. "I must say," he wrote, "that the great success that 
came to the Baker people was due largely to the fact that the 
Canadian Government under Sir John Macdonald decided to 
send companies of troopers ... to what is known as the Belly 
River country." 26 

Canadian businessmen keenly resented this commercial pene 
tration, for it seemed to deny them economic advantages which 
political control implied. Capital for the development of this new 
country came from American as well as Canadian centers, while 
profits were siphoned off by American firms. Assistant Commis 
sioner Irvine of the Northwest Mounted Police expressed this re- 
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sentment by pointing out that "a large amount of money has 
been expended, in return for which there is little or nothing to 
show, our money is merely aiding to build up the town of Ben- 
ton, U.S. A." 27 Particularly irritating to Canadians was the man 
ner in which I. G. Baker and T. C. Power secured lucrative con 
tracts from Ottawa year after year in preference to Canadian 
firms. 28 

VI 

Freighting was yet another source of income for enterprising 
Montana investors. Cheaper transportation on the Missouri 
River was the key to Fort Benton's unique economic position 
and the merchant princes exploited it fully. They organized their 
own river steamboat lines, thus reducing their costs and adding 
further profits through the control of river commerce. T. C. 
Power, for example, organized the Fort Benton Transportation 
Company, the famous Benton "Block P" Line, whose little steam 
ers the Helena, Butte, Benton, and Black Hills were familiar 
names on the upper river. 

This northwest frontier, like so many others on the Great 
Plains, also relied upon overland transportation systems which 
imposed heavy costs in pre-railway years. Contemporary esti 
mates indicate that average charges for freight and insurance 
from the industrial East to frontier towns in the Northwest ex 
ceeded twenty-five cents a pound. This high cost of transporta 
tion to northern plainsmen is clearly revealed in the fact that 
annual per capita expenditures in Montana Territory for freight 
ing alone averaged two hundred dollars. 28 One Canadian trav 
eler summarized this burden of transportation costs with the 
observation, "The expense of bringing anything into or sending 
anything out of the country by this old-fashioned way is enor 
mous. The prime costs of the articles is a bagatelle. Transport 
swallows up everything. No wonder that the price of a pound of 
tea, sugar or salt, is here exactly the same. They weigh the same, 
and cost the same for carriage," 80 

On top of these heavy charges, businessmen were often de- 
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prived of the use of their working capital during the five winter 
months since they depended upon the seasonal navigation of the 
river. Seasonal fluctuations in prices further drained northwest 
capital. This fact was forcefully emphasized each spring, when 
the high "winter prices" fell dramatically to the much lower 
level of "summer prices" as river traffic reopened and as the 
overland trails became passable. Hazardous travel on the river, 
costly delays due to low water, floods, or navigation difficulties, 
frequent marine disasters, and a short season made the river 
traffic both capricious and costly. When the railroads moved 
westward after the depression of 1878 had run its course, Benton 
businessmen found their commanding position impossible to 
maintain. 

Wagon freighting to Canadian destinations became a major 
enterprise during the 1870s. Daily shipments from Benton often 
exceeded 250 tons, while monthly totals reached impressive fig 
ures. 31 Rates in the immediate postwar years averaged about ten 
cents per pound, but the fierce rivalry among the Baker, Power, 
Murphy-Neel, and Diamond R outfits and intense competition 
from numerous independent freighters reduced charges to an 
average of six cents. 

Wagon trains returning from British North America first car 
ried furs and buffalo robes. As this trade declined, Benton freight 
ers faced serious losses in income as the prospect of deadheading 
their empty wagons back to Benton seemed inescapable. Hap 
pily, the enterprise of Nicholas Sheran, a New York Irishman 
and Civil War veteran, solved their problem, for Sheran, who 
entered the Whoop-Up country in search of gold, found coal near 
modern Lethbridge. There as a squatter on Dominion land he 
developed a coal mining industry which provided fuel for Ben- 
ton, Fort Macleod, Fort Walsh, and Calgary and laid the founda 
tions on which Sir Alexander T. Gait, with British capital, built 
the great industries of southern Alberta some years later. 32 

Again T. C. Power was the pioneer. In November 1875 this 
energetic merchant imported coal from British North America 
at a cost of $5 per ton. To critics who protested at this high 
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cost, Power pointed out that even at this price it was more eco 
nomical than dry cottonwood at $8 a cord. 33 

Whoop-Up coal answered many needs. Freighters found in it 
additional profits and it solved for Benton residents their chronic 
fuel shortage. Shipping charges, however, were kept high by the 
freighting companies. Prices at Sheran's mines never exceeded $5 
a ton, but Benton consumers seldom paid less than $0 and 
sometimes as much as $30. Still, Whoop-Up coal was cheaper to 
burn than the inferior Missouri River coal or native cottonwood. 
Most of this cost, as the editor of the Fort Benton Record in 
dignantly pointed out, represented profits of $11 to $16 a ton 
"a clean profit, for it kept wagons from returning empty-handed 
or dead-headed." 34 

Since control over transportation was the foundation of Ben- 
ton's economic power, every effort to devise other routes met 
with resistance from her leading citizens. Benton's politicians 
and professional orators chose to ignore the weakness of the in 
land port's supremacy in an age of railroads, but the Conrads 
and Powers were never so foolish. As late as 188S the Records 
editor proudly boasted that "no future combinations or discrim 
inations can vitally affect or injure our busy, enterprising little 
city of 1500 people at the head of the navigable Missouri river, 
and without a rival. Benton is too well established, too far ad 
vanced, ever to fear a rival on the Missouri river or elsewhere 
in northern Montana/' 35 

While optimists whistled bravely in the gathering dark, the 
empire builders foresaw disaster. To prevent it, they drew elab 
orate railroad building plans, schemed with politicians, and or 
ganized railway companies. But all in vain, for every scheme 
faltered and every dream vanished. As early as 1876, T. C. Pow 
er and a group of Benton businessmen planned a narrow gauge 
railway to Helena. This scheme, based on an act of the Montana 
legislature in February 1876 authorizing contributions by coun 
ties, secured considerable support and widespread publicity. The 
great river freighting company, S. B. Coulson of Yankton, agreed 
to build the railroad if secured by $700,000 in twenty-year, 7 per 
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cent bonds. In spite of every exertion, however, the Benton plan 
ners could raise only $80,000 and the scheme collapsed. 36 

Again in 1882 the Northern Pacific Railway raised high hopes 
by surveying a branch line from Billings to Fort Benton, but the 
project never passed the survey stage. 37 In the same year, the 
Conrads and Powers, backed by Minneapolis capital, incorpo 
rated the Port Benton, Barker, and Yellowstone Railroad Com 
pany, but it too failed to materialize. 38 

Profits from the trade with Canada and northern Montana 
attracted investment from many quarters. Much of the capital 
for Benton firms came through the integrated financial empire 
erected throughout Montana by S. T. Hauser and his associates; 
the Hauser enterprises received their aid from St. Louis, New 
York, and Montreal. Both Power and Baker secured much of 
their financial strength from these ties. Their Diamond R com 
petitor, on the other hand, was backed chiefly through A. H. 
Wilder of St. Paul. 

Demands for capital frequently exceeded available resources. 
W. G. Conrad often urged greater financial assistance from Hau 
ser, while other Benton firms also felt the pinch during periods 
of cautious investment. 39 So urgent were the requirements for 
additional capital during years of expansion that one of the first 
books published in western Canada emphasized the need: "a 
little capital is an excellent lubricator for the wheels of life, espe 
cially in the North- West." 40 

Insurance posed a particularly serious problem to frontier busi 
nessmen. Since local financiers lacked sufficient capital to under 
write insurance companies, the merchant princes were forced to 
turn to eastern companies, often at heavy cost. The United 
States Insurance Company of St. Louis, for example, insured 
T. C. Power's stock of goods for $35 per thousand, a rate sub 
stantially higher than that in Missouri. Later, Power secured 
more favorable rates from the National Fire Insurance Company 
of New York and reduced his insurance costs to $7.50 a thou 
sand. 41 But high insurance rates were a heavy burden to Benton 
merchants during most of the period to 1885 and led to frequent 
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protests in the local newspaper. "There seems to be little enter 
prise about the insurance agents of this Territory," complained 
the Record in 1876. "The property owners of Benton are com 
pelled to effect insurance directly with eastern companies, which 
costs considerable unnecessary trouble and expense." 42 

An important indication of the maturing of the economy cen 
tered at Port Benton was the founding of the Benton National 
Bank in 1879. Backed by S. T. Hauser, the Conrads and Powers 
organized a financial house which at once proved its value to 
the Canadian-American Northwest and the Benton bank found 
more opportunities to invest its surplus at per cent per month 
than it could satisfy with its limited resources. The Bank of 
Northern Montana was soon organized by competing merchants 
to take up the slack, but profits in the Hauser bank remained 
high. By I88 they reached 33 per cent on capital invested and 
the bank's stock had increased in value in three short years from 
a par of $100 to a gratifying $150. 43 

Financial ties reached north into Canada as effectively as they 
stretched out from Helena, St. Paul, or New York. The Benton 
merchants annually furnished through their bank the funds with 
which the Canadian government paid the police and treaty In 
dians. Financial relations were so intimate that the region must 
certainly be regarded as an economic entity. Canadian and 
American currency circulated freely on both sides of the inter 
national boundary, and not until 1881 did Chouteau County 
officials feel it necessary to refuse Canadian currency in payment 
of taxes and license fees. 44 

vn 

Dramatic economic changes in the early 1880s drastically al 
tered the character of Fort Benton's economic role in the Whoop- 
Up country. Isolated in a four-hundred-mile gap between the 
Canadian Pacific and the Northern Pacific railways, the little 
village slowly died of commercial malnutrition. The coming of 
the railways doomed the great empires built upon the river traf 
fic. In July 1883 the last important shipments left Fort Benton 
for Fort Macleod; by August a twenty-year era had ended. Busi- 
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ness was so quiet that even the normally optimistic Record ad 
mitted that "not even a dog fight relieved the monotony." 

These sweeping changes forced the merchant princes to revise 
their policies. Some invested in the expanding range cattle in 
dustry on both sides of the boundary or in the Treasure State's 
mining industry. Other capital found investment in flour milling, 
lumbering, and meat packing. The sinking of the Red Cloud in 
188 marked the end of the I. G. Baker Company's interest in 
river steamboating and in 1891 the Conrads sold their Benton 
holdings to a Great Falls firm. 

North of the boundary, the Conrads and Powers sold their 
stores to the Hudson's Bay Company. Thus the great company 
absorbed its American competitors just as it had swallowed up 
all its previous rivals. This assimilation was effected smoothly 
and without excitement except in Fort Macleod where the chief 
clerk for I. G. Baker, John Black, refused to transfer his alle 
giance to the old enemy. Undaunted, he established a rival store 
directly across the street from the Hudson's Bay Company build 
ing. With humorous contempt for the ancient monopoly's famil 
iar slogan, "The Governor and Company of Adventurers of 
England trading into Hudson Bay, Pro Pelle Cutem" he prom 
inently displayed a sign of his own design: "John Black, Adven 
turer and Trader, Groceries and Guff, Pro Belly Catch'em." 45 

So ended the regime of the merchant princes. "The railroad 
that reached us in 1888 changed all the channels of business," 
wrote W. G. Conrad years later, "and many who had ardently 
prayed for it and longed for it, were ruined by its advent, be 
cause they were unable to adjust themselves to the new condi 
tions it brought. The coming of the railroads annihilated time 
and distance . . . but at the same time it wiped out our inde 
pendent trade dominion and annexed the country to the com 
mercial territory of the great eastern merchant princes." 48 

In a few years, little but a memory remained of Benton's eco 
nomic glory. After 1885, the little village dozed in the bright sun 
shine of the plains and dreamed of the hustle and enterprise that 
had once been Benton. 



AGRICULTURAL activity in the Whoop-Up 
country began surprisingly early. Some years before cattlemen 
or grangers occupied the grasslands stretching westward from 
the Red River valley, farmers were harvesting crops along the 
Dearborn, Sun, Teton, and Missouri rivers at the foot of the 
Rockies. 

Gold was again the reason. The rush of miners into Montana 
created a heavy demand for farm products of all kinds. High 
prices at the gold fields led many ex-farmers to see that a more 
certain profit lay in farming than in mining. 

Led by William Sparks, Robert Vaughn, and R. S. Ford, farm 
ers occupied the narrow, sheltered "flood plains" of the rivers, 
combining land cultivation with modest stock-raising, to build 
a prosperous agricultural community in the sixties and seventies. 
A wide variety of fruits, vegetables, cereal and forage crops, as 
well as dairy products, left their farms for nearby markets. 

Pioneers in the Sun River valley benefited greatly by the ear 
lier experience of the Indian agency farm. As we have already 
seen, the government farm failed, but the successful cultivation 
of wheat, oats, barley, and vegetables proved that this northern 
climate was not too severe for crop production as many had 
feared. Failures were equally instructive. Flash floods destroyed 
crops with discouraging frequency, while droughts, early frosts, 
and grasshoppers proved to be serious hazards. 

Farmers devised safeguards against floods by constructing 
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dikes and prevented the loss of their crops during droughts by 
digging irrigation ditches. They reduced the losses from early 
frosts by developing early maturing crops. Against grasshopper 
infestations, however, the only protection was a firm faith that 
next year's crop would succeed. "My object in selling," wrote 
one discouraged farmer to J. H. McNight, "is to pay my debts 
and try something that grasshoppers can't eat/' 1 

High prices for butter, fresh milk, and eggs encouraged diver 
sified farming. Easy wealth in the gold fields, Fort Benton's mer 
cantile prosperity, and army quartermaster purchases kept egg 
prices above fifty cents a dozen and butter prices at forty to 
fifty cents a pound. One newly arrived pilgrim, unaccustomed to 
the high prices of the frontier, refused to purchase butter for her 
family, "for I knew I would have tasted the 40 cents for a week 
after the butter was gone." 2 

Visitors to the region frequently expressed surprise at the ex 
tensive dairying and buttermaking on this remote frontier. 
Charles Bull, pioneer farmer in the Sun River valley, introduced 
"modern appliances" in dairying in the early seventies with a 
much-admired cooling system that reduced milk temperatures 
rapidly while preventing "dust and disagreeable flavors" from 
spoiling the milk. 3 

During the same years, Fort Benton boasted the services of 
the Excelsior Dairy. Daily milk deliveries at 6 A.M. and again at 
6 P.M. kept Benton housewives and business establishments well 
provided, but the informal containers and low quality of the 
milk provoked some protests. For those who preferred a stronger 
beverage, John Hunsberger built a brewery, securing sufficient 
barley from local farmers to meet his production needs. 4 

Until the late eighties when the river town lost its mercantile 
character and became a farming center, demands for food were 
not wholly met by local production. During the boom years, eggs 
and butter were imported from the Middle West, but the long 
river trip without adequate refrigeration left them inferior to the 
locally produced dairy products. Curiously, Benton suffered no 
shortage of turkeys for its Thanksgiving celebrations. Moses 
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GRAZIERS AND GRANGERS 

Solomon on the Marias River alone produced four thousand 
birds for the 1880 holiday. 

Sheep growers occupied the foothills country before the sur 
rounding plains were settled. Good grass, water, and shelter at 
tracted them to the region and within a few years a thriving 
industry existed on both sides of the boundary. 

The industry moved into the Whoop-Up country from the 
West Coast. Drives of several thousand sheep from Washington 
and Oregon brought the "woollies" into the region, and later 
drives from Utah and as far as southern California enlarged the 
flocks. 

From the beginning, sheep and cattle grazed the same ranges. 
Other western states, especially Colorado and Wyoming, suffered 
fierce range wars between cattlemen and sheepherders, but in 
the Whoop-Up country they lived in peace. 

Encouraged by good profits, sheepherders rapidly expanded 
their flocks. These profits were chiefly the result of low produc 
tion costs. Free grass on the public domain, low labor charges 
for herding and shearing, and careless preparation of the wool 
for market kept costs low, thus ensuring profits despite relatively 
low prices on eastern markets. Montana sheepmen attributed 
their prosperity to the protective tariff act of 1870. This was im 
portant, but low costs explain their success in displacing eastern 
wool producers- Grazing conditions in the Whoop-Up country 
resembled those of the great sheep stations of the Australian 
Outback, and the same factors of cheap production contributed 
to the industry's expansion in Montana. 

Sheep were better fitted than cattle for the intense cold of 
northern winters and survived without the heavy losses that 
were taken for granted in the range cattle industry. When prop 
erly cared for, the flocks often lived through the winters without 
any losses. Many sheepmen constructed rough log shelters cov 
ered with hay to protect the sheep and provided feed during the 
severe winter weather. 

Within a few years, sheep owners turned to better breeds to 
improve the quantity and quality of their wool clip. They im- 
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ported improved Merinos with heavier fleeces from Vermont, as 
well as the increasingly popular Shropshires and Southdowns. 
Paris Gibson and Company of Port Benton pioneered in intro 
ducing these breeds into Montana. 5 

By 1880, Fort Benton was the leading wool market in Mon 
tana. Informal methods of wool buying, however, often sent bad 
ly sacked, wet, and dirty wool to Boston purchasers. David 
Hilger recalled that T. C. Power instructed his "Block P" steam 
boat captains to unload their wool cargoes at Bismarck during 
the night. Then, before Northern Pacific shipping agents arrived 
to check the wool for shipment, his men "threw sand over the 
bottom part of the sacks where the water had drained." These 
shipments often brought thirty cents a pound to the growers, 
but by 1900 wool in similar condition, thought Hilger, "would 
scarcely be entitled to a bid at any figure." 6 

North of the forty-ninth parallel, a similar expansion of the 
wool industry followed the Montana lead. There too, sheep grow 
ing was combined with cattle raising. Professor Macoun believed 
that this union of the two industries promised the most profit 
able investment for Alberta settlers. The universality of the prac 
tice indicated that the settlers agreed. By 1881, they were send 
ing their wool down the Whoop-Up Trail to Fort Benton for 
shipment to eastern brokers. 

II 

Cattlemen were first to occupy the benchlands and plains of 
the Whoop-Up country. Their use of these northern grasslands 
was anticipated by the extensive grazing activities of Fort Ben- 
ton's freighting companies. In the sixties, "Diamond R," I. G. 
Baker and Company, and T. C. Power and Brother placed thou 
sands of work oxen on the open ranges during the winter. In the 
spring, when wagonmasters rounded up the oxen their excellent 
condition was convincing proof that the region was well suited 
for the range cattle industry. 

Demands for beef in the gold fields prompted the beginning 
of cattle raising in this district. Farmers owned most of these 
herds and their production was small, but in 1869 Conrad Kohrs 
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)egan driving cattle from Deer Lodge valley onto the Sun River 
ange. By Texas standards his holdings were small but in Mon- 
ana the Sun River herd of one thousand cattle was regarded 
is the "finest as well as the largest" in the territory. 7 

Other stockmen were slow to follow Kohrs' lead. For another 
ten years settlement stayed in the river valleys. Not until the 
range cattle industry pushed north across the Missouri River to 
escape the crowded ranges of the central plains did this area be 
come a province of the Cattle Kingdom. Then it took on the 
character of the range cattle empire so often and colorfully de 
scribed in historical and fictional writings. 8 

The region north of the Missouri River was Indian country 
and the federal government was slow to push back the reserva 
tion. As late as 1876, the Fort Benton Record reported that 
northern Montana's great resources remained unused because of 
the Indian barrier. Destroy the buffalo, urged the Record, and 
the Indians will also disappear. 

For fifteen years following the Civil War, Fort Benton's spokes 
men continued their demands to free the grasslands for the cat 
tlemen. "Here is a country containing thousands upon thousands 
of square miles of the most fertile agricultural lands, the most 
desirable stock ranges, and rich deposits of mineral wealth of 
unknown extent. This vast area of undeveloped wealth has ever 
been the home of the buffalo and the haunt of savage men. Civil 
ization dare not venture there . . ." 9 

Not the presence of Indians but the absence of a railroad de 
layed the cattlemen's occupation. As long as local markets re 
mained the only outlet, the Indians were unmolested. Once rail 
roads opened the profitable markets of the East, an obliging 
government reduced the reservations. 

Conrad Kohrs and other pioneer stockmen drove their cattle 
to the Union Pacific, eight hundred miles south of their Sun 
River ranges. This long and hazardous trip across Indian coun 
try and through a region of numerous natural barriers was too 
long and too dangerous for extensive use. Similarly, others used 
the trail through eastern Montana to the Northern Pacific Rail- 
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road at Bismarck, but Indians made this trail unsafe until the 
late seventies. 

The westward building of the Northern Pacific unlocked the 
riches of the Whoop-Up plains. By 1881, northern stockmen 
could drive their cattle to Glendive and the rapid expansion of 
the industry began. Soon stock cattle from Oregon and Washing 
ton came pouring in, as well as herds from the central plains of 
Wyoming and Nebraska. Occasionally, a herd came all the way 
from Texas. By 1883, "pilgrims" or "states 5 cattle" came in from 
Iowa, Illinois, or Wisconsin to stock the ranges. The unre 
strained speculation of the "beef boom" had hit the Whoop-Up 
country, and within three years cattlemen complained that many 
of their ranges were already overcrowded. 

This expansion transformed the Whoop-Up country from an 
unoccupied wilderness to a thriving agricultural community. For 
a brief time, the boomers had their day as the magic "beef bo 
nanza" formula of quick profits prevailed. Free grass, cheap labor 
costs, natural reproduction of untended cattle on the open range, 
and ample capital pouring in from eastern and British investors 
all this only repeated what had been going on for more than 
a decade on the central plains. This speculative mania swept 
Fort Benton so completely that one critic observed he had never 
seen anything like it "even the steers have got calves this 
year." 10 

Chouteau County's growth during the cattlemen's invasion 
astonished many observers, hardened though they were to over 
night development of frontier communities. Within three years 
the population trebled and more than a million dollars poured 
into range cattle investments annually. By 1884, the county 
ranked third in the production of beef in Montana with its 
120,000 head of cattle, worth an estimated $4,195,000. 11 

Great cattle companies, not individual ranchers, were respon 
sible for this achievement. The famous Marquis de Mores cor 
rectly argued in 1884 that it was "foolhardy to engage in cattle 
raising with less than $100,000." 12 A survey of ownership in 
Montana that year confirmed his judgment by revealing that 
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ten companies owned more than 90 per cent of the livestock in 
the territory. 13 

Many of the major companies centered at Fort Benton were 
owned by local investors. The capital accumulation described in 
the previous chapter made large funds available for investments 
in cattle. 

The outstanding example of this trend was the formation of 
the Benton and St. Louis Cattle Company by the partners of 
the I. G. Baker Company. Popularly known as the Circle outfit, 
this company began with a capitalisation of $500,000 in 188. 
Two years later it possessed the largest herd in Montana and 
shipped more than $100,000 worth of steers to market. During 
its twenty years before reincorporation as the Conrad Circle 
Company, stockholders received more than $980,000 in divi 
dends. 14 

Stuart, Kohrs and Company was equally successful. With a 
capital of $400,000 furnished by S. T. Hauser, Conrad Kohrs, 
and Granville Stuart, this company paid a dividend of $34,000 
in 1883 while reinvesting another $38,000 of its profits in further 
expansion. 15 

Texas longhorns, mostly drawn from nearby regions, formed 
the bulk of the herds in northern Montana despite their well- 
known inadequacies as beef producers. In the eighties, influenced 
by editorials in stock journals and prompted by growing con 
sumer resistance, especially in Britain, to the tough, stringy 
steaks of the "uncouth, mongrel Texas steers/ 3 stockmen began 
importing blooded cattle from the Middle West, from Scotland, 
and from the British-owned ranches of the Bow River valley. 
As early as 1871, Conrad Kohrs purchased shorthorn bulls in 
Iowa for his Sun River range, a practice which he continued 
through many years. During the eighties, T. C. Power and the 
Conrads also brought in Angus and Hereford bulls for their 
ranges. 16 

The import of costly blooded stock gradually forced cattlemen 
to shift from an open to a fenced range. This transition was 
greatly hastened by the disasters of the famous winter of 1886- 
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87. Sheltered river valleys with their wild hay fields and prox 
imity to the mountain forests made conversion to the new era 
of fences and winter feeding less painful in this region than else 
where in the Cattle Kingdom. 

Cattle companies had their "home ranges/' recognized more 
by custom than by legal right. These were located along the 
numerous streams that flowed onto the plains from the nearby 
mountains, for water was the key to successful ranching. Cattle 
men secured their ranch lands through the familiar system of 
land claims under the Homestead Act, pre-emption acts, and 
Desert Land Act of 1877. By 1881, three fourths of the river 
bottom lands of northern Montana were held as "desert" claims 
by cattlemen. 

Charges of "land grabbing" by "cattle barons" were heard less 
frequently in this region than elsewhere. At this early date, 
grangers had little interest in such a remote region and farmer 
spokesmen concentrated their attacks on cattlemen farther south. 
Since most of the herds were locally owned, the absentee owner, 
favorite target of critics, was missing. 

Cowboys on the northern ranges, like their counterparts on 
the central and southern plains, attracted considerable comment. 
Now regarded as mounted knights of the plains, living lives of 
high adventure, they then enjoyed a rather indifferent reputa 
tion. Like artisans in other western industries, their work called 
for skills acquired through experience and, like the stagecoach 
driver, the bullwhacker, and the gold miner, they developed a 
way of life peculiar to their kind. 

Few resembled the modern version of the movies. Most were 
hard-working hands whose tasks were more often monotonous 
than exciting, and better described as menial than lordly. The 
stockman perhaps could view himself in the "patriarchal tradi 
tion" in which a man's wealth was computed by his livestock 
and his word was law throughout his grazing realm; but the cow 
boy's true status was revealed by his rough food, primitive lodg 
ings, and low pay. 

Stockmen complained that too many cowboys were "counter- 

36 



GRAZIERS AND GRANGERS 

feits," equipped with "sombrero, cartridge belt, and gun" and 
drifting from one region to another. John R. Craig, well known 
on both sides of the boundary as manager of the Oxley ranch, 
judged that "first class cowboys are not plentiful. There are as 
many grades in this as in any other calling." 17 

Visitors to the northern plains recorded varied impressions of 
the cowboys. A. Staveley Hill found them of a "very picturesque 
and workmanlike appearance," while his fellow Briton William 
Shepherd observed that unlike southern areas where the "cow 
boy is equivalent to desperado, in the north the men on the 
ranges are as good as any class of Americans/ 3 1S 

Across the boundary, Northwest Mounted Police officers viewed 
the cowboys, north or south, with a fine impartiality. "It is well 
to bear in mind," the commissioner cautioned Sir John Macdon- 
ald, "that the American 'cowboy' or horse thief, is a desperado 
of the worst description, who holds the life of a man as cheaply 
as that of an animal, being always well mounted and armed." 19 

in 

Land use during these years was strikingly similar on both 
sides of the forty-ninth parallel. Ranching in southern Alberta 
and Saskatchewan was an extension of the Montana industry. 
Cattle from American ranges stocked the Canadian plains and 
American cattlemen furnished the experience. In its physical 
aspects, the Canadian industry closely resembled the American. 

Enthusiastic Canadian publicists predicted that the cattle 
business north of the international boundary would surpass the 
Montana development. Frequent comparisons argued that the 
Bow River district was vastly superior to the ranges of northern 
Montana. Better grass, more water, and the absence of "bad 
lands" convinced Alexander Begg of the "superior grazing prop 
erties of the country." Western Canada, he argued, was to be 
come the chief stock-raising country in North America. "In a 
few years it will be difficult/' he wrote in 1882, "to find a vacant 
range in Wyoming, Nebraska or Montana suitable or capable of 
sustaining 5,000 head of cattle. The Dominion of Canada, on the 
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other hand, has limitless' ranges waiting to be taken up and 
occupied." 20 

Within two years his optimistic prophecies began their ful 
fillment. Large cattle outfits the Cochrane, Walrond, Oxley, 
Northwest, Benton and St. Louis, and Powder River companies 
began stocking Canadian ranges, largely with cattle from the 
United States. 

Successful cattle raising by individual ranchers began many 
years earlier. John McDougall, Whoop-Up's famous missionary, 
drove in the first herd from Montana in 187 and others soon 
followed suit. Most of these early stockmen were Americans who 
drifted across the boundary or former policemen who, having re 
signed from the Northwest Mounted Police, turned to ranching 
in the Fort Macleod vicinity. 

Limited markets delayed large-scale enterprises for another 
ten years. Early ranchers supplied beef contracts for the police 
and the Indians and shipped the hides to Fort Benton. Jack 
Lauder made the first drive to Winnipeg with a herd of 400 in 
I88. The Fort Macleod Gazette hailed his achievement as the 
"real commencement of our cattle trade," but this was prema 
ture. 21 Not until the Canadian Pacific railway reached Medicine 
Hat in 1883 were eastern markets made available to Alberta 
ranchers. 

As in Montana, large companies stocked the Canadian ranges. 
In 1881, the Cochrane Ranch drove in nearly 7000 head from 
Oregon and Montana and in the following year the company 
brought in another 5000. This second drive ended disastrously, 
for the cattle reached the ranges late in autumn in poor condi 
tion. An early winter with severe snowstorms decimated the 
herd and served as a harbinger of the catastrophe of 1886-87. 
Many ranchers heeded the warning and began cutting hay for 
winter feeding. 

Montana experience prompted the Dominion government to 
design a different system of land leasing. Though grazing lands 
were leased for only one cent an acre, the government restricted 
the number of cattle that could be placed on the lease, hoping 
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thus to prevent the overstocking and destruction of the grasses 
characteristic of the American industry. Large leases, frequently 
reaching 100,000 acres, were granted to the companies. 

Government policy excited considerable opposition, particu 
larly from land speculators, since it appeared to lock up this new 
country against the farmers. As the railway moved west, increas 
ing agitation against the leasing system forced the Macdonald 
government to modify its policy. "Men before bulls" became the 
effective slogan of enthusiasts who looked to the development of 
the plains by wheat growers rather than monopolistic cattlemen. 
"Few people outside of those actually living in the country re 
alize what an injury these immence tracts of country, given over 
to the control of comparatively few men will be to this District,* 5 
complained the Fort Macleod Gazette. 22 

Conflicts soon broke out between the large leaseholders and 
the squatters. Northwest Mounted Policemen found themselves 
enforcing unpopular laws against the grangers who moved onto 
the "unoccupied" lands. By 1883, Prime Minister Macdonald, 
sensitive to the mounting criticism, ordered the Department of 
Interior to reduce the number of large leases and to cancel those 
on lands not yet occupied. 23 

The greatest blow to the continuing expansion of the range 
cattle industry in Canada came late in 1885 when the govern 
ment announced a per cent tariff on all cattle imported from 
the United States. This ended the large drives of Montana cattle 
onto Alberta ranges and sped the transformation to a fenced- 
range industry. "The impost of this duty now means the stran 
gling of a young industry at the very time it needs encourage 
ment," complained William Carter to the prime minister. Carter 
had leased extensive grazing rights for 10,000 cattle owned by 
Conrad Kohrs. The cattle did not reach the boundary before 
the September 1 deadline and he faced a $72,000 customs duty 
on the herd. 24 Events of this kind prompted the Gazette to pro 
test the effect of a tariff on Alberta's growth: "The great reason 
why this duty should be done away with is that it is preventing 
wealth from coming into our country. We all know that for every 
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head of stock we get in, we are richer by $30 at the expense of 
Montana . . ," 25 

The per cent tariff on American cattle had far-reaching 
effects upon the Canadian industry. By slowing down the move 
ment across the boundary, it forced Canadian ranchers to turn 
to eastern Canada and Britain for their stock. Consequently 
Angus and Herefords replaced the inferior range cattle more 
quickly in Alberta than in Montana. 

The tariff also encouraged American cattlemen to allow their 
herds to "drift" across the boundary from overcrowded Montana 
ranges. This practice reached such proportions that Mounted 
Police constables were busy patrolling the boundary to keep out 
foreign cattle. One year they impounded 100 of Conrad Kohrs' 
cattle and compelled the prominent Montana cattleman to travel 
to Ottawa to pay for their release. 26 

Other American cattlemen avoided police action by leasing 
land on both sides of the boundary and running their cattle onto 
Alberta ranges despite the tariff laws. The overstocking of Mon 
tana ranges in the eighties led them to place large numbers of 
cattle on their Canadian leases. This practice, especially by the 
Conrad Circle outfit, drew frequent complaints from Canadian 
cattlemen. 

Registry of the same brands on both sides of the boundary had 
a further advantage. Stockmen could sell their cattle on which 
ever side of the line offered the best price without paying cus 
toms duties. Not until 1901 were American owners forced to brand 
their Canadian stock differently so that officers could detect the 
presence of "estrayed" American cattle on the Candian ranges. 27 

Ranching in Alberta took on a different character from that 
south of the boundary. The transfer of the industry from Amer 
ican ranges determined that the care of the stock, the dress and 
speech of the cowboys, and the use of the range closely resem 
bled the earlier experience. But the extraregional ties with Brit 
ish traditions infused the Canadian development with a distinct 
spirit. Ranching in Alberta produced an interesting synthesis of 
the codes of Victorian England's upper classes with those of the 
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Great Plains frontier. As Professor Thomas has pointed out, "in 
such communities the body is American but the spirit is Eng 
lish." 28 

"Gentlemen ranchers" startled visiting American cowboys with 
their customs. Ranch houses with interiors decorated like Eng 
lish country houses, formal hunts with the etiquette of the Eng 
lish squirearchy strictly enforced, polo playing, and formal dress 
for dinner seemed strange to those schooled in the crudities of 
life on the open range south of the boundary. Lionel Brooke, 
owner of the "Chinook" Ranch, earned the sobriquet "Window 
Pane Chief with his ever-present monocle, and W. E. Smith 
was universally called the "Gentlemen Cowboy" from his prac 
tice of appearing at every community dance in formal dress. 29 

To protests that the customs of England's gentle countryside 
seemed pretentious in these surroundings, British cattlemen ex 
plained that they adhered to old country customs to avoid "re 
verting to savagery." Preserving the amenities gave the early 
Canadian ranches an atmosphere of gracious living and pro 
vided employment for the otherwise unused talents of many of 
the "remittance men." 

rv 

Cattlemen on both sides of the boundary faced similar prob 
lems in establishing their industry and they turned to similar 
solutions. During the initial years, Indian depredations posed 
a serious problem. With the buffalo rapidly disappearing, hun 
gry Indians turned to cattle herds to supplement their govern 
ment rations. They slaughtered thousands of steers in the same 
fashion they had earlier killed the buffalo. From 1879 to 1881, 
pioneer stockmen were forced to retreat from many of the north 
ern ranges to the safety of the more settled areas along the Sun, 
Teton, and Missouri rivers. 

Both governments acted to moderate the suffering among their 
Indians. Army quartermasters joined Indian agents in providing 
additional rations to feed the Piegans and Bloods on the reserva 
tions while Canadian officials secured special appropriations to 
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purchase flour and meat for their Treaty Seven annuitants. 
These emergency measures prevented a general uprising, but the 
Indians remained restless in their poverty. 

Newspapers exaggerated these difficulties by picturing the In 
dians as hostiles. Canadian officials did little to discourage these 
reports. "I don't propose to make light of them for I think it 
better that the people should have the 'brazen side of the shield' 
at present exhibited to them and then they won't grumble at 
the large expenditures that the new system involves," Indian 
Commissioner E. B. Dewdney wrote Sir John Macdonald. 80 

Americans also exaggerated the crisis in the Whoop-Up coun 
try, though for other reasons. Montanans complained that the 
Northwest Mounted Police force was too small to prevent Cana 
dian Indians from raiding their herds. "As it is," protested the 
Fort Benton Record, "the police are making no pretence at pro 
tecting anyone but themselves, and are in hourly danger of an 
attack from overwhelming numbers of redskins." 31 Commission 
er A. G. Irvine dismissed these complaints as "motivated by the 
wish to retain expenditure of Canadian money in Montana." S2 

His judgment was only partially correct. Police officials played 
for time in the Northwest, for their numbers were inadequate to 
coerce the Indians. In their view, the West was not yet ready for 
settlement and cattlemen who entered the country must accept 
losses to the Indians as part of the risk of their premature entry. 
When the railway reached the West, they looked forward to 
altering their policy, but not before. "In a year or two with the 
Railway in the centre of the Continent we shall be in a position 
to dictate to the Indians. We are not so now, and any outbreak 
occurring this year or next would be disastrous," Dewdney 
warned Ottawa officials. 33 Ironically, the Indians and their metis 
allies waited until the railway reached their land before they 
launched their rebellion against Dominion authority. Then it 
was too late. 

Canadian officials hoped to purchase peace through gifts of 
food and clothing. Cattlemen were not as patient. Heavy losses 
led many on both sides of the border to urge direct action against 
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the Indians. In Fort Benton, the Record urged cattlemen to set 
tle matters in the approved frontier style with gun and rope. 
"Our stockmen must ... kill a few of these Indians," concluded 
the editor. 34 

Canadian stockmen shared these views. The "meager punish 
ments" given to Indians convicted of killing their cattle irri 
tated ranchers and led to complaints that the police were worth 
less in protecting their property. "These Indians must be kept 
on their reserves," warned the Fort Macleod Gazette; "else the 
indignant stockmen will some day catch the red rascals and make 
such an example of them, that the noble red man will think 
h Ts apoppin ..." A month later, the Canadian editor pre 
dicted that one day soon the body of a dead Indian would be 
found on the range; next the charred remains of a ranch house 
and a dead cattleman; and then the fighting would be general. 
"If we are obliged to fight these Indians to stop their depreda 
tions, let the entertainment commence." Losses of horses to raid 
ing American Piegans brought the warning that "it would go 
hard on any Indian who attempts to hold down the opposite end 
of a rope over the limb of a tree." 35 

The failure of Canadian and American officials to halt these 
depredations prompted cattlemen to organize to protect their 
herds. Efforts to form a territorial association were launched as 
early as 1873, but no permanent organization survived. The crisis 
of 1879, however, forced stockmen to act in unison or be driven 
from their ranges. Leading cattlemen gathered in Helena in 
February to form the Montana Stock Growers' Association. Lit 
tle was accomplished until its reorganization in 1884; even then 
its powers were never as great as those of its model, the Wyo 
ming Stock Growers' Association. 

Local associations carried the burden of cooperative effort 
during the early years. The Sun River and Shonkin Stock associ 
ations were the first permanent groups through which cattlemen 
regulated their brands and range use and supervised roundups. 
These associations tried to eliminate confusion and fraud over 
vents and brands; to prevent conflicts over mavericks and un- 

243 



WHOOP-UP COUNTRY 

claimed strays; and to improve the quality of the herds by buy 
ing blooded bulls. In 1881, the Sun Eiver Association purchased 
one hundred Hereford bulls for its ranges, and others followed 
its lead. 

Small ranchers, many of whom owned dairy cows, believed 
these associations were tools of the large cattle owners. They 
feared the organizations would rewrite the estray laws to the dis 
advantage of small owners. Their opposition, combined with the 
restraining influences of the territory's other industries, pre 
vented a domination of political and economic life comparable 
to that exercised by the Wyoming association. 

During 1880 and 1881, stockmen in the Shonkin, Teton, and 
Benton areas organized temporary "protective associations'* to 
patrol their ranges with armed riders. The "Chouteau and Mea- 
gher County Protective Association" authorized Sheriff Healy 
to deputize its members to accompany him on expeditions to 
halt Indian raiding parties. The association paid his expenses 
and posted rewards for the apprehension of anyone guilty of sell 
ing whisky to the Indians or of setting prairie fires. Cattlemen 
particularly resented the half-breed settlements along the Milk 
and Missouri rivers where whisky smugglers, horse thieves, and 
cattle rustlers found a hospitable refuge. 86 

Sheriff Healy pursued the Indians with his customary vigor. 
Soon, fears that his aggressive tactics would excite a general In 
dian uprising led to a disbanding of the temporary association. In 
September 1881, the Sun River cattlemen announced their re 
fusal to participate in the organization and in the following 
March the Stock Growers* Associations of Chouteau and Meagher 
counties withdrew their support. 

Effective organization became imperative as local associations 
failed to meet the needs of the cattlemen. Their great herds 
grazed over ranges too extensive for local control; the necessity 
of stricter regulation of brands on the overcrowded ranges and 
the growing complexity of roundups also argued for closer co 
operation. In 1884, therefore, cattlemen gathered in Hauser's 
offices in Helena to reorganize the Montana Stock Growers' As- 
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sociation. The consolidation of the older group with the newer 
but more powerful Eastern Montana Stock Growers' Association 
made it a territorial power. With Granville Stuart as its presi 
dent, the new organization successfully sponsored so much spe 
cial legislation in the Assembly of 1885 that it won the title 
"Cowboy Legislature." 

Canadian cattlemen closely followed the Montana example in 
organizing their industry. The first well-regulated roundup in 
the Pincher Creek district under the local association in 1882 
foreshadowed the creation of a general organization the follow 
ing year. When the cattlemen formed their South Western Stock 
Association in April, they adopted without significant alteration 
the rules of the Montana society. The extent of their depend 
ence upon American precedents is suggested by the Gazette's 
notice on May 24, 1888: "A special meeting is to be called to 
consider the round-up and other laws when received from Mon 
tana. 5 ' 87 

Close cooperation between the two associations solved many 
common problems. Joint efforts to control diseases, regulate 
brands, and capture rustlers created a keen sense of unity along 
the boundary. Lax law enforcement south of the forty-ninth paral 
lel, however, cooled Canadian enthusiasm for cooperation. The 
South Western Stock Association urged Montana cattlemen to 
secure territorial legislation similar to that in the Northwest 
Territories. 

Considerable ill-feeling developed in Canada as American of 
ficials failed to recover stolen horses and cattle. This was in 
marked contrast to the success of the Mounted Police in restor 
ing stolen stock to their American owners. Extensive rustling 
and horse stealing by gangs which moved from one side of the 
boundary to the other, finding refuge in the Missouri River bad 
lands or in the Cypress Hills or Wood Mountain districts created 
a reign of lawlessness. These gangsters proved a more serious 
threat to the cattlemen's welfare than Indian depredations and 
led eventually to vigilante action by eastern Montana cattlemen. 

Ranching lingered in this region as the major industry for 
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many years after farmers displaced it on the central plains. En 
thusiasts on both sides of the boundary urged grangers to exploit 
the wheat-growing potentialities of the area. Optimists, like Pro 
fessor Macoun, launched a campaign to educate middle western 
farmers to the suitability of the land for grain growing. Lack of 
rainfall, they .announced, was no longer a problem since "aridity 
vanishes before the first efforts of husbandry." 3S Even those who 
had no direct interest in agricultural development accepted this 
attractive doctrine. General Gibbon reported that the necessity 
for irrigation lessened each year as the farmer "by his labors, 
produces those climatic changes which are known to follow his 
footsteps." 39 

More cautious observers warned homesteaders against trying 
to farm a region fit only for grazing. "The reports as to the mag 
nificent agricultural future of Montana . . . are highly mislead 
ing," warned the Fort Benton Record. Across the border, Pro 
fessor Henry Y. Hind denounced Professor Macoun as a "char 
latan" and predicted that agricultural settlement in the dry 
belt would lead only to "great misery" for the settlers. 

Few homesteaders arrived during these years, not because 
farmers heeded these pessimistic predictions but because there 
were still good lands to be claimed on the central plains. When 
these were exhausted, they turned eagerly to the Whoop-Up 
country, putting aside their fears of early frosts and aridity un 
der the influence of persuasive propaganda from railway and 
land companies. By the turn of the century they began to arrive, 
vanguard of the last great land rush in North American history. 
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' UNE 5, 1876, was a bleak day In American mili 
tary history. Citizens of the republic read with dismay accounts 
of the tragedy on the Little Big Horn where the powerful Sioux 
and their allies joined forces to upset the American government's 
carefully planned campaign "to whip them into submission. 5 * 

From that day to this, historians have lavished undue atten 
tion upon "Ouster's Massacre." With almost pathological inter 
est they have pursued the phantoms of alleged white survivors, 
often forgetting that hundreds of Indian survivors remained to 
create a series of incidents more significant than a military en 
gagement, and more fraught with danger than a massacre. 

"Ouster's Massacre," grossly exaggerated and badly named, 
was only a minor episode in western history. Events which fol 
lowed it were of greater importance, both to whites and reds. 
And among these was the flight of the Sioux north into Canada. 
This invasion by American Indians precipitated a crisis in the 
recently acquired territories of the Dominion, imposed a burden 
upon the newly formed Mounted Police that sorely tried their 
organization, threw a chill over Canadian-American relations, 
and forced the Canadian government to take diplomatic steps 
which, though faltering, led inevitably to a new chapter in Im 
perial relations. 

During the months following the battle on the Little Big Horn, 
the wrath of American military power harassed Sitting Bull 
without pause. Relentlessly, General Terry's forces pursued the 
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victorious Indians, scattering their forces and smashing their 
power. In vain Sitting Bull pleaded for an "old-fashioned" peace, 
with the soldiers retiring to winter quarters while the Indians 
recruited their strength for further campaigns in the spring. 

Late into winter the blue-clad troopers hunted the fleeing 
warriors. Under this ruthless pressure several Sioux chieftains 
and many of their people sought peace on the reservations, but 
not Sitting Bull. His passionate hatred of the Long Knives, his 
stern determination to avoid the ignominy of agency life, and his 
prestige as a successful leader among his people drove him on. 
Surrender would destroy everything he lived for. 

In October and again in December, Colonel Nelson A. Miles' 
forces dealt crippling blows to the Sioux, destroying tons of their 
dried meat and supplies, capturing their ponies, and leaving them 
destitute in the face of winter's ravages. Three major engage 
ments and eight minor skirmishes broke the once powerful Sioux. 
"Indians left pools of blood in the snow where they fought, on 
the ice where they crossed the river and for five miles up the 
valley in their retreat/' reported Colonel Miles after defeating 
Crazy Horse's Oglalas. 1 

Three hundred miles to the north, Mounted Police officers 
viewed with growing concern these death struggles of Indian 
power, while in Ottawa grave fears prompted the Mackenzie 
government to warn western officers of the probable conse 
quences of American policy. 

As early as May 1876, cabinet officials alerted the Mounted 
Police to American plans to destroy the Sioux. Confidential re 
ports from south of the boundary led the Canadian government 
to speculate that the proposed three-pronged attack against the 
Sioux might easily result in their "being driven for shelter into 
the Territories, and using Canadian soil as a base for preda 
tory and hostile operations." 2 Even before the American army 
launched its final assaults, Canadian officials feared they would 
reap a harvest of troubles where Americans had sowed. 

During June 1876, Mounted Police patrols guarded the inter 
national boundary. From their lonely posts, the policemen kept 
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a "strict watch" on Sioux movements below the boundary. With 
unconcealed admiration, the Fort Benton Record hailed these 
activities. "The Mounted Police don't scare worth a cent. Parties 
of two and three men are scouting along the line looking for 
Sitting Bull." 3 

Information from spies in Sitting Bull's camp confirmed Cana 
dian fears. Daily councils discussed possible courses open to the 
beleaguered Indians. Two paths seemed most reasonable to chiefs 
determined to avoid surrender. Sitting Bull explained them in 
clear terms to his followers. "We can go nowhere without seeing 
the head of an American. Our land is small, it is like an island. 
We have two ways to go to the land of the Great Mother, or 
to the land of the Spaniards." 4 

Thus warned of Sioux intentions, Mounted Police officers tried 
to keep the fugitives under constant surveillance. This proved 
impossible, however, and rumors of impending attacks swept the 
northern plains. 

Difficulties in following the elusive Sioux led to a pooling of 
news. Canadian police officials and American army officers cre 
ated an unofficial, but effective, liaison to exchange information. 
Major Guido Hges at Fort Benton and Superintendent James M. 
Walsh at Fort Walsh were in frequent, though private corre 
spondence. By comparing their reports, the two officers success 
fully tracked down many rumors, preventing costly mistakes on 
both sides of the boundary. 

Estimates of Sitting Bull's intentions were not always correct. 
Late in September, Major Ilges informed Walsh that the Sioux 
appeared to be concentrating near Fort Peck, apparently in 
tending to surrender. On the basis of this report, Walsh wrote 
Ottawa advising the secretary of state that Indian troubles in 
the United States were at an end. With the Sioux tired of war 
and headed for their agencies, sixty Mounted Policemen could 
easily maintain the peace in the Fort Walsh region. 5 

American officers shared this appraisal. General Alfred H. 
Terry advised General Philip H. Sheridan in Chicago that the 
Sioux were entirely destitute, without food or ammunition and 
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incapable of causing further trouble. With a continuation of the 
firm policy of disarming and dismounting the hostiles before al 
lowing them food, the field commander saw no future for Sitting 
Bull but surrender or starvation. 6 

But the wily medicine man had other plans for his people. 
North of the forty-ninth parallel lay a sanctuary, virtually un 
touched by the rapacious white man and policed by a merest 
handful of troopers. In the Queen's domain still roamed great 
buffalo herds, and there the harassed tribes could sleep at night, 
secure in the knowledge that the Long Knives could not follow 
them across the border. Nor had Sitting Bull forgotten the stories 
of times past when his people were allies of the Great White 
Father across the seas. Somehow he had been succeeded by a 
squaw, but no matter, the Sioux remained allies of the British. 
Now they would find peace and food, security and friendship by 
restoring a half-forgotten alliance. 

During November, scouts brought in news that the Sioux 
were streaming northward instead of toward their agencies. This 
forced Walsh to revise his plans and to send out patrols to meet the 
refugees. In December they came. Oglalas, Hunkpapas, Sans 
Arcs, Miniconjou, Two Kettles, and Blackfoot Sioux, powerful 
tribes of plains warriors unlike anything the police had yet faced 
tall, bronzed men whose warlike appearance impressed Mounted 
Police officers and whose great numbers explained in part their 
victories over blue-coated armies. Nearly three thousand bitter, 
hungry Indians came during the first invasions. Others were hard 
on their heels. 

II 

Superintendent Walsh faced a crucial assignment. With a 
handful of men he must police warriors who had defied entire 
American armies. But more important, his every act created a 
precedent shaping an uncertain future. Mistakes at this point 
could touch off an Indian war destroying everything the police 
had accomplished during their three years on the plains. 

Fortunately, Major Walsh possessed unusual skill in Indian 
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negotiations. With dignity and pageantry, so dear to Indian 
temperaments, he firmly met the great Sioux chiefs in council. 
Little Knife, Long Dog, Black Moon, The Man Who Crawls 
these were among the famous chiefs the policeman faced in this 
first experience with the hostiles. 

Without hesitation, Walsh made his position clear. Did they 
know they were now in the Queen's country? When the chiefs 
replied yes, the major challenged them with their purpose for 
coming into a British territory. Did they intend to remain dur 
ing the winter, only to return with spring to renew their war on 
the Americans? No, said the Indians, they wished only peace for 
their weary people. Would the major implore the Great White 
Mother to have pity on them? 7 

Then the shrewd chiefs introduced a theme that was to plague 
Canadian officials for years. Though they did not sense its im 
portance immediately, it later complicated negotiations between 
Washington and Ottawa. We were driven from our homes, said 
the chiefs, but we remembered that our grandfathers told us they 
could find peace in the Great Mother's land and we recalled we 
are British. 

My Queen, replied the policeman, will never allow you to make 
war from her lands. You must not use Canadian soil as a base 
from which to raid Americans. If you do, warned Walsh, you can 
never return. To this the Indians hastily consented, knowing 
very well that the future could take care of itself. 

Then Walsh permitted the starving Indians to barter with 
local traders. Among other things, they secured sufficient ammu 
nition to hunt buffalo for their families. 

This was only the beginning. In March, Four Horns, head 
chief of the Tetons, and Medicine Bear, chief of the Yanktons, 
brought their tribes across the boundary. Again Walsh insisted 
they must promise to obey the laws of the country and never 
use British soil for adventures against American citizens. And 
again he heard the same complaints, the same abuse of the Long 
Knives and the same pledges of loyalty to the Great White 
Mother. "They claim that the Sioux are British Indians," re- 
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ported Walsh., "that 65 years ago was the first their fathers knew 
of being under the Americans. Why the White Father gave them 
and their country to the Americans they could not tell." 8 

On May 7, 1877, the long-awaited news reached Fort Walsh 
that Sitting Bull had entered Canada. With keen interest, mixed 
with some concern, police officers greeted the famous refugee. 
And the Sioux medicine man, dramatic actor that he was, did 
not disappoint them. With bitterness he denounced the Amer 
icans and professed his devotion to the Queen. Keen resentment 
marked every statement and a passionate spirit of revenge mo 
tivated his lengthy speeches. "Sitting Bull is of a revengeful dis 
position, 55 Assistant Commissioner A. G. Irvine telegraphed 
Ottawa. "If he could get the necessary support he would recross 
the line and make war on the Americans. 55 9 

Major Walsh greeted Sitting Bull with the same advice he had 
given the others. But his interview with Sitting Bull was filled 
with unexpected tension and drama. After the usual Indian ora 
tory, an incident of great importance in shaping Sioux conduct 
suddenly took place. 

Three Assiniboins rode into the camp, trailing horses that they 
had obviously stolen. Immediately, Major Walsh challenged 
White Dog and his two companions about the animals. With un 
concealed truculence White Dog sneered at the red-coated of 
ficers. Thinking his position secure in the presence of hundreds 
of armed Sioux, only recently engaged in killing white men, the 
Assiniboin flouted police authority. Without hesitating, Walsh 
threatened to throw White Dog into irons and take him to Fort 
Walsh unless he told his story. 

This turn of events greatly excited the Sioux, whose experi 
ence with law enforcement was limited. Few of them had ever 
seen the laws enforced, and fewer still had witnessed such cour 
age in the face of overwhelming odds. Walsh, however, could 
only warn White Dog against any further suspicious conduct, 
since there were no witnesses to prove his guilt. 

White Dog's humiliation visibly impressed the assembled In 
dians. But it also incensed the Assiniboin, who had lost face be- 
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fore his cousins. As lie turned to leave, therefore, the angry 
Indian muttered that he would see Walsh again. The superin 
tendent overheard this impertinence and compelled the crest 
fallen Indian to apologize publicly or go with him to the fort. 

This singular act astonished the American Indians. Though 
the proud Sitting Bull could hardly have foreseen it, one day he 
too would suffer humiliation and disgrace at the hands of the 
scarlet-jacketed officers when his ambitions exceeded his legal 
privileges. White Dog was an individual before the law, but so 
was Sitting Bull, or any other man in the Canadian West, white 
or red. 

High-ranking police officers shared an understandable curios 
ity to meet their notorious visitor. When news reached the police, 
therefore, that Sitting Bull held three American prisoners, Assist 
ant Commissioner Irvine hurried to his camp. The three Amer 
icans, led by Father Martin Marty, a Benedictine priest whose 
good works among the Indians in Dakota were widely known on 
the northwest frontier, had come north to urge Sitting Bull to 
return to his native land. But for solemn promises to the police 
to protect white men in his camp, Sitting Bull would have put 
the men to death. Instead, they joined Irvine in a series of coun 
cils with the chiefs, entreating them to return. 

Sitting Bull warmly welcomed the assistant commissioner to 
his camp. Irvine found that Sioux warriors were "of immense 
height and very muscular/' and was "particularly struck" with 
Sitting Bull's appearance. The medicine man seemed to be of 
short stature but of "wonderful capacity/' with a pleasant face, 
a mouth showing great determination, and a fine high fore 
head. 10 In an age when character could be read on a man's face, 
Sitting Bull awed his guests. 

With appropriate formalities and many speeches, Irvine smoked 
the calumet. Around the council stood warrior guards, armed 
with United States carbines and displaying Yankee scalps from 
the ill-fated Seventh Cavalry at their belts. 

Two lengthy sessions followed. In each, Sitting Bull expressed 
Ms pleasure for the protection afforded by the Queen. In turn, 
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his chiefs Sweet Bird, Spotted Eagle, and Pretty Bear pro 
claimed their loyalty to the Great White Mother, while at the 
same time swearing eternal hatred for their enemies across the 
boundary. 

Most of the sessions seemed tedious. But Sitting Bull, too much 
an actor to let such an opportunity escape him, dramatically 
denounced the Catholic priest who had come to plead with him. 

"You told me you came as the messenger of God," said the 
medicine man. "What you told me was not good for me. Look 
up, you will see God, I don't believe the Americans ever saw 
God, and that is the reason they don't listen to me. You know 
as a messenger of God that they tried to kill me. Why did you 
wait until half my people were killed before you came?" 

"After hearing all this talk and what these British officers 
say," calmly replied the priest, "I would think you were better 
on British soil. If you wish to come back, I pledge you my life that 
your lives and liberties will be safe. You will not be killed or 
made prisoners." 

"What would I return for?" asked Sitting Bull. "To have my 
horses and arms taken away? What have the Americans to give 
me? They have no lands. Once I was rich, plenty of money, but 
the Americans stole it all in the Black Hills. I have come to 
remain with the White Mother's children." " 

But more moving to Irvine was his private conversation with 
Sitting Bull on May 31. Late that night the Sioux leader slipped 
into his tent to tell him of the great happiness of the Indians 
that they could sleep soundly. Then the Indian poured out his 
grievances and described his recent experiences. In great detail 
he told Irvine of his bloody encounters, especially with Custer 
at Little Big Horn, and claimed that for twelve days his scouts 
had shadowed the cavalrymen who rode unwittingly into a trap 
prepared for their destruction. 12 

Ill 

Sitting Bull's flight into Canada touched off an international 
incident. From Fort Walsh on the periphery of empire to Lon- 
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don at its heart, politicians suddenly faced the problem of what 
to do with a savage medicine man and his ragged followers. De 
cisions could not be delayed indefinitely, for a terrible Indian 
war seemed imminent. 

Canadian Indians resented the intrusion of thousands of hun 
gry Sioux. Their assault on the buffalo herds made food gather 
ing more difficult for the native tribes. Moreover, the Sioux were 
traditional enemies whose constant wars had left a heritage of 
hatred among their neighbors. 

Native chiefs complained to Mounted Police officers. Why 
should they be driven from their hunting grounds to accommo 
date these invaders? They had obeyed the Great Mother's laws, 
was this their reward? No, the police must protect them. Crow 
foot, powerful chief of the Blackfeet, immediately offered his war 
riors to aid the police in driving the Sioux back to their own land. 

There was an even greater danger, though less immediate. 
Sitting Bull had already used his powerful medicine to unite In 
dians south of the boundary. Suppose he now turned his talents 
to. the erection of a greater alliance encompassing Indians on 
both sides of the boundary from the fringes of settlement to the 
Rockies. Rumors of such an alliance appeared again and again, 
and Canadian officials could not afford to ignore them. Such an 
international alliance of redmen would sweep everything before 
it and delay settlement of the Northwest Territories indefinitely. 

No government policy guided western officials in this crisis. 
As early as March, Commissioner Macleod warned Lieutenant 
Governor David Laird of the dangers of temporizing. With un 
mistakable clarity he urged the government to announce a policy 
for these alien Indians. In their present demoralized state, the 
police held the whip hand and could deal with them far more 
easily than if they were "allowed time to become rich and pow 
erful." 1S Delay could be costly! 

Laird fully shared these fears. Western officials faced an im 
mediate problem and they sought Ottawa's wisdom in solving it. 
To aid eastern politicians in understanding its complexity, the 
lieutenant governor carefully analyzed every aspect. If the Sioux 
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remained in Canada, they would inevitably place too great a 
strain upon food resources. This in turn would lead to conflict 
with the native Indians, whom by treaty the government was 
pledged to support. 

More important to politicians sensitive to balanced budgets 
was Laird's depressing picture of growing expenses. If the Sioux 
stayed, provision for their welfare must be made, requiring land, 
agricultural implements, seeds, educational facilities, and main 
tenance. All this promised a larger budget for the Mackenzie 
cabinet to defend in the House of Commons. 

In sum, he urged that the cabinet instruct the Mounted Police 
to inform the refugees that their stay in Canada was temporary. 
The government must pursue a policy of accomplishing their 
return by peaceful means, for "their continued residence in our 
territory will be a constant source of trouble and expense and 
will, I fear, seriously retard the prosperity of the country." This 
was another convincing argument to a government that had 
come to power in the wake of the Pacific Railway scandals of 
1873. Liberals had pledged to develop the West and they could 
not permit Sitting Bull and his savages to embarrass their pro 
gram. 

Laird also urged Ottawa authorities to take immediate steps 
through diplomatic channels to ensure Sitting Bull's removal to 
the United States. The Privy Council, he wrote, should request 
the governor general to communicate with the American gov 
ernment through the British minister in Washington, inquiring 
under what conditions the Sioux could return. Moreover, the 
Americans should be advised to make every effort to persuade 
the Indians to return to their own land. 14 

This was a logical suggestion. But it opened five years of pro 
longed and tedious negotiations that sorely tried the patience of 
British and American diplomats and on occasion hindered the 
growing sense of accord developing between London and Wash 
ington. And it created a spirit of frustration in Ottawa that bur 
dened two cabinets. 

Dispatches from Colonel Macleod reinforced Laird's sugges- 
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tions. But Macleod, in a letter to the prime minister himself, 
introduced a new note of warning which the government could 
not ignore. The Sioux would be a constant source of anxiety and 
trouble along the international boundary, predicted Macleod, 
and "it would be impossible for the police to keep them in check 
over such an extended frontier." 15 This frank admission clearly 
stated the real problem. What could the police do with thou 
sands of hostile Indians, too powerful to be coerced and too hun 
gry to be denied? 

These warnings brought action in Ottawa. On June 1, 1877, the 
Privy Council formally recommended Laird's proposal to the 
governor general, Lord Dufferin. Through the British minister 
in Washington, the privy counselors urged that the American 
government act quickly to secure the return of the refugee Sioux. 
"Any delay in so important a matter," warned their report, "may 
be attended with serious embarrassments to both the Govern 
ments of the United States and Canada/' 

In Washington, however, British diplomats greeted the affair 
without enthusiasm. In fact, Francis B,. Plunkett, British charge 
d'affaires, received the message with frank pessimism. American 
officials had little stomach for Sitting Bull. To suggest they wel 
come him back was like asking a man to invite the return of 
devils he had just cast out. With more accuracy than he could 
have imagined, Plunkett predicted that this question would lead 
"to a lengthy and unsatisfactory correspondence with the State 
Department." ie Moreover, officials in Ottawa soon came to feel 
that British diplomats, whether in London or in Washington, 
really had little interest in continental problems, particularly 
those involving a savage tribe along an unpopulated frontier in 
the heartland of North America. 

Though convinced he already knew American reactions, Plun 
kett presented his request to Secretary of State William M. 
Evarts on June 0, 1877. As he had foretold, his message touched 
off prolonged negotiations. Five years later, the two governments 
were still exchanging notes on Sitting Bull. 

One month after presenting his note, the British diplomat in- 
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quired wliat steps had been taken to solve the problem. He 
probed a sensitive point when he raised this issue with American 
authorities. Without hesitation Evarts made it clear that his 
government regarded the Dominion remiss in its duties as a re 
sponsible neighbor. But since Canada had already admitted these 
Indians as refugees, they must now be regarded as political of 
fenders seeking asylum. Under this definition, the United States 
government had no legal right to demand their extradition. 

Obviously, Evarts sought a rational excuse for American dis 
interest in the return of Sitting Bull. He pursued his argument 
with another legalism. Canada certainly would not tolerate the 
passage of American forces across her territory to subdue the 
Indians. Therefore, it was the Dominion's responsibility to drive 
them back into the arms of American forces. The American gov 
ernment was helpless under present conditions. 

While Plunkett had anticipated a negative answer, he was con 
siderably shaken by the spirited American reaction. Force might 
not be the proper answer at all, he replied. A humane and pru 
dent policy with favorable terms might regain Sitting Bull's loy 
alty. He sensed, moreover, that Evarts had baited a trap, and he 
hurried to render it harmless. If the American definition of polit 
ical refugee held, the Canadian government could hardly object 
to the presence of thousands of Sioux whom they had welcomed 
with food and protection. They were not political refugees, ar 
gued the Britisher, since they were wards, not citizens of the 
United States. He had answered one legalism with another. 

To this response Evarts, and F. W. Seward who had joined 
him, reacted vigorously. Seward rejected the proposition that the 
United States hold out inducements for Sitting Bull's return. 
The American government was only too happy to be rid of the 
savages. Canadians must not expect the Americans to make seri 
ous efforts seeking their return, for they were criminals under 
American law. Their murders and depredations would cause 
many of them to be shot if they were captured by the American 
army. 

Because of this agitation, wrote Plunkett to the home govern- 
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ment, "I contented myself with saying that I hoped he would 
consider the question carefully and dispassionately." No matter 
how glad the United States authorities might be to get rid of 
troublesome Indians, warned Plunkett, the gain would be more 
than offset by the danger of bringing on serious complications 
with Her Majesty's government. 17 

Diplomacy had accomplished little. Americans remained de 
termined to keep Sitting Bull across the boundary, while Cana 
dians seemed all the more anxious to unload their unwelcome 
burden. Under these conditions, stalemate faced every diplo 
matic move. 

Washington officials shared Ottawa's confusion over the Sioux 
question. Advice poured in from every quarter, but the problem 
remained. In the West, military commanders urged a firm policy, 
going so far as to insist with General Miles that an American 
army march to the international boundary to demand the return 
of the Indians for punishment and incarceration. 

American military leaders felt a keen resentment that the 
Sioux had escaped at the moment of victory. Frustrated by the 
escape of Sitting Bull's forces and embittered by a Canadian 
policy that welcomed savages whose weapons were stained with 
the blood of their comrades, they urged a drastic policy. From 
their myopic western viewpoint the British empire looked weak 
and impotent, represented by only a small force of policemen. 
Washington diplomats, however, were too close to salt water to 
afford such a judgment. 

General Sherman, in his blunt and forthright manner, sharply 
criticized British policy. English authorities, he wrote the secre 
tary of war, must decide at once to adopt the refugees as their 
own Indians or they must force them to return before they re 
covered their strength. If the Sioux rebuilt their power, warned 
the general of the army, the whole northern frontier would again 
be aflame. Such a condition, Sherman grimly pointed out, "will 
surely be equivalent to an act of hostility, which I am sure the 
English authorities do not intend." 

Quietly, Seward gave a copy of Sherman's letter to Plunkett 
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for transmission to London. There his blunt advice convinced 
British officials that this was no trifling matter. And they winced 
under Sherman's prediction that Canadian policy in the West 
threatened to create the same anarchy along the forty-ninth 
parallel "as long existed on our Mexican border." 18 British diplo 
mats were not accustomed to their strength being compared with 
Mexican weakness. 

Similar advice reached Washington from civil authorities. James 
Wickes Taylor, writing from his strategic post in the Winnipeg 
consulate, warned the State Department that Sioux warriors 
were rearming with weapons that could later be used against 
American troops. With a touch of unaccustomed severity, the 
genial Taylor reported that Sioux braves traded United States 
government equipment, including horses and mules, for ammu 
nition. Canadian officials treated these as spoils of war, not as 
stolen property. 

Even more disturbing, chaos could develop along the bound 
ary at any moment. The Mounted Police, wrote Taylor, are not 
adequate "to prevent or punish outrages." 19 Again, State De 
partment officials discreetly handed Taylor's dispatch to British 
diplomats. 

Late in July the American secretary of state countered with 
a request of his own to British officials. Numerous dispatches 
from authorities in the West, said Evarts, have charged Canadian 
traders with providing the Sioux with arms and ammunition. 
Surely the Canadian government does not willingly countenance 
these acts "which increase the power of the Indians to indulge 
their propensities for murder and plunder." 20 

Here were inflammable issues and diplomats began to move 
cautiously. But newspaper editors, seldom famous for their re 
straint in diplomatic matters, played them to the full. Indict 
ments of Anglo-Canadian policy appeared in western papers, and 
eastern journals reprinted them with approval. 

Powerful voices emerged both in Canada and in the United 
States, however, to defend Canadian policy. Humanitarians in 
both nations rushed into print, for the Indian had now replaced 
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the Negro as the North American symbol of injustice and ine 
quality. 

Wendell Phillips, veteran crusader for Negro freedom, released 
an open letter to Lord Dufferin, governor general of Canada, 
pleading with the Canadian government to hold fast to its en 
lightened course. Refuge to victims of political misrule was Eng 
land's pride for centuries, argued the distinguished Bostonian. 
Now only British power and British justice stood between this 
"friendless and hunted race,'* and the "greed and neglect of a 
powerful and grasping people." 21 

IV 

Diplomatic stalemate in Washington distressed the Mackenzie 
government in Ottawa. By August, growing concern prompted 
the Canadian cabinet to take an unusual step, one that had 
repercussions in all three capitals. With a view to cutting the 
Gordian knot, the cabinet sent David Mills, minister of interior, 
to Washington to consult informally and unofficially with Amer 
ican authorities. 

Mills first visited Plunkett, who briefed him on the current 
status of negotiations between Washington and London. Thus 
prepared, the Canadian next called upon the State Department 
where his unofficial status created some confusion. Seward quick 
ly made it clear that American diplomats were not anxious to 
talk about Sitting Bull. The proper official in Washington to 
visit was the secretary of interior, Carl Schurz. 

When Mills reached Schurz, the American whisked the startled 
Canadian off to the White House for a brief visit with President 
Hayes. There, the Americans found Mills' views so interesting 
that they arranged a lengthy conference with him on the fol 
lowing day. 

Their conversations on August 9 revealed the striking con 
trasts between Canadian and American attitudes toward the 
western Indians. They enabled the Canadian cabinet member, 
moreover, to present his government's views to the highest rank 
ing American officials, for with him sat the President of the 
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United States, the secretary of interior, and the secretary of 
war. 

Schurz opened the conference with the flat assertion that the 
United States could do nothing about Sitting Bull. His Sioux 
had retired across the Canadian boundary under arms. They 
were political offenders the phrase must have revived mem 
ories from 1848 and his government could not demand their 
return under existing extradition laws. 

No good could possibly come from such a viewpoint, replied 
the Canadian envoy. Legalism hindered rather than helped. It 
must be worth some effort to conciliate the Indians, inducing 
them to return to their reservations where they would be under 
the supervision of American authorities. From the Indian point 
of view, Mills gently reminded the great humanitarian, these 
hostilities were begun by the United States and not by the tribes. 
Stories of dishonest agents and of adventurous and lawless gold- 
seekers who violated treaty obligations were too common for 
Mills to mention, but the American officials saw the point. 

In the face of these opinions, Schurz shifted his ground. Would 
the Canadian government be prepared, he asked, to disarm the 
Indians if they rejected diplomatic overtures? 

This question touched off an analysis of America's Indian pol 
icy by the visiting Canadian. When he had finished, in fact, he 
realized he had delivered a rather complete lecture, urging a 
humane and liberal policy toward the red men. They need not 
be disarmed, for taking their weapons deprived them of their 
livelihood through hunting. Moreover, it humiliated them, thus 
exciting rather than quieting their resentments. 

A true course for the American government to follow was a 
bold one. Indian good will and obedience could easily be won, 
not by force or guile, but by giving superior arms to the chiefs, 
dressing them in showy uniforms, and awarding them impressive 
medals. These devices, as inexpensive as they were, comprised a 
recognition for the headmen that captured their imaginations 
and won their loyalties. 

Par from resenting this impromptu lecture, President Hayes 
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stated that he understood the Canadian position. But was it 
really possible "to buy up Sitting Bull and the leaders of the 
Sioux?" 

To this presidential question, Mills had a ready answer. Yes, 
if accompanied with justice. The United States government had 
constantly used its power in the West, not on behalf of the ag 
grieved but on behalf of the trespassers. This left no course open 
to the Indians except to make war in self-defense. The Sioux 
desired peace and had no intention of resuming hostilities, but 
they must be assured of justice before returning to American 
jurisdiction. 

This indictment stirred Schurz into asking a basic question 
that had faced American officials since Independence: "How do 
you keep your whites in order?" 22 

With this question, Schurz probed the heart of the problem. 
He also exposed Mills' advice as a counsel of perfection. Cana 
dian officials and Canadian public opinion insisted on viewing 
the Indian problem in the United States as similar to their own. 
But such a view was based on a fallacy. Conditions in the Cana 
dian West were different from those south of the forty-ninth 
parallel and a policy suitable for the one might be impractical 
for the other. 

From the Red River to British Columbia the Canadian West 
was still the Great Lone Land. Only a handful of traders com 
peted with the natives for nature's wealth. To the south, how 
ever, thousands of gold-seekers, ranchers, farmers, and adven 
turers exploited the region's resources. The American govern 
ment, as the secretary of war hastened to point out, lacked the 
power to restrain them, however ruthless they might become in 
their pursuit of happiness. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine an 
American government in the nineteenth century with such des 
potic powers. Reservations were the only solution, and Indians 
on reservations needed no horses or guns. Government beef pro 
vided their meat and sedentary agriculture promised economic 
security. 

David Mills returned to Ottawa confident that his mission 
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had prodded American officials to action. While his optimism 
exceeded reality, his efforts did pry loose a promise to appoint 
a commission to negotiate with Sitting Bull. That the commis 
sion would delay its activities for months, and then execute its 
task halfheartedly, was beyond the Canadian's knowledge at 
that moment. 

But the directness of Canadian action in Washington fluttered 
the Imperial dovecotes in London. Clearly, David Mills' infor 
mal mission short-circuited the normal channels of Imperial di 
plomacy to create a "dangerous precedent." Plunkett showed at 
once his distress and irritation at the Canadian move. Mills' 
arrival, he complained to Ottawa, was so unexpected that it em 
barrassed the legation and violated the "ordinary forms of diplo 
matic etiquette." 

Far more important, the Canadian cabinet had established an 
unacceptable precedent. The British diplomat, therefore, urged 
London to remind Ottawa of proper diplomatic procedure. Later 
it might well prove "most inconvenient" to have the regular 
course of diplomatic representation interfered with in this sum 
mary manner. Moreover, such steps, if they must be taken at 
all, should be initiated by the governor general or his deputy, 
and not merely by an "individual of the Cabinet." 23 

Soon official correspondence from London reprimanded Cana 
dian officials for their brashness. On September 6, 1877, Lord 
Carnarvon protested strongly on behalf of the home govern 
ment to the governor general that Canadians must recognize the 
importance of adhering to procedures that have been recog 
nized "as convenient and desirable." Canadian cabinet ministers 
should remember that "Imperial considerations" are always in 
volved in such matters and they should consult His Majesty's 
legation in Washington before deciding to confer on "local mat 
ters" with American authorities. 24 

A month later, the Canadian cabinet admitted its mistake. 
Through the Privy Council, the Mackenzie government advised 
the governor general that "the Government of Canada acquiesce 
in the views expressed by His Lordship." 25 
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But the matter was not so easily disposed of. Canadian poli 
ticians were struggling with a problem whose solution could be 
accommodated within Imperial organization only with undue 
difficulty. In economic relations with the United States, they 
had already adopted the device of sending unofficial emissaries 
to prepare the way for commercial treaties. 26 Now they found 
the British machinery too cumbersome and too indirect to rep 
resent their interests in continental problems, or "local matters" 
in Lord Carnarvon's unhappy phrase. Some Canadian national 
ists also feared that the Imperial diplomats pursued Canada's 
interests only after those of the United Kingdom had been 
served. 

Nationalism and expediency had prompted an important move. 
Though immediately repudiated, it comprised, as Plunkett cor 
rectly saw, a disturbing precedent. Sitting Bull, concerned only 
with securing food and protection for his people, unwittingly 
released forces that were deeply buried in Canada's growth to 
nationhood. 

Two years later, the Macdonald government defended the 
principles implied by the Mackenzie government's venture in 
diplomacy. Arguing for a quasi-diplomatic post of high commis 
sioner for Canada in London, Macdonald, Samuel L. Tilley, and 
Charles Tupper pointed out that "Canada has ceased to occupy 
the position of an ordinary possession of the Crown . . . Her 
Central Government is becoming even more responsible than 
the Imperial Government for the maintenance of international 
relations towards the United States, a subject which will yearly 
require greater prudence and care, as the populations of the two 
countries extend along, and mingle across the vast frontier line 
three thousand miles in length." 27 

Sir John and his colleagues thus argued that Canada's west 
ward movement into the "vast regions lying between Lake Supe 
rior and the Rocky Mountains" had profoundly altered Imperial 
relations. These influences, similar to those prompted by Amer 
ica's westward movement, accelerated the movement to national 
self-reliance and diplomatic individuality. 
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Sitting Bull had become a pawn in international politics. Not 
because the nations sought his alliance, but because they wanted 
to avoid it. The world watched the amusing spectacle of a diplo 
matic scalp dance, with the nations' spokesmen outwardly ex 
pressing grave concern for the welfare of the Sioux, but inwardly 
praying that they would somehow vanish from the earth. 

To officials in Ottawa, the Sioux medicine man assumed more 
menacing aspects with each passing month. Dispatches flowed 
westward, ordering Mounted Police officers to exert every effort 
to convince Sioux chiefs that the President of the United States 
and his cabinet were "upright men, willing and anxious to do 
justice to the Indians." 28 

But with the perversity so common to international politics, 
many Americans believed that Canadian policy followed an op 
posite course. Some suspected police officers of seeking personal 
publicity and glory in their successful handling of Sitting Bull. 
Others professed to see an elaborate plot by the Hudson's Bay 
Company to protect its declining power by populating the West 
with hostile savages. Their furs and robes would enrich company 
coffers while their numbers would hold the farmers at bay for 
many years, in this way perpetuating company control despite 
its political reverses. The Indians, in turn, would become faith 
ful servants of the company, since they would be kept in debt. 

Canadian half-breeds further complicated matters. Sitting 
Bull's promises aggravated their resentment against government 
policy. Frequent rumors linked their discontent with Sioux power 
in a grand alliance that alarmed observers. Ominously, the name 
of Louis Kiel, leader of the Manitoba rebellion of 1869, figured 
conspicuously in these reports. 

In Ottawa, Canadian policy turned to a more resolute course. 
American intransigence annoyed the Mackenzie government. 
The conversations in Washington convinced Mills that Sitting 
Bull would become a source of serious contention with the neigh 
boring republic. He immediately wrote Macleod of his fears that 
American policy would only create further problems in the West. 
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Unreasonable demands upon the Sioux, he warned the com 
missioner, might destroy the forthcoming commission's useful 
ness. In such case, the United States would certainly insist that 
Canada assume the "ordinary responsibility of one nation to 
another" by demanding reparations for any crimes committed 
south of the forty-ninth parallel by Sitting Bull's people. 

Canada stood in the position of an injured bystander in the 
whole affair. American misrule of her Indians, the consistent 
record of injustice and breaches of faith, the heartless frauds 
perpetrated by Indian agents, and the trespasses of adventurers 
upon Indian reserves accounted for the flight of the Sioux into 
Canada. "We claim no right to interfere with the domestic con 
cerns of the United States," Mills informed Macleod, "but when 
the misgovernment of any portion of that population is noto 
riously such as to give rise to civil war on our border, to force 
a portion of that population upon our territory, and to impose 
upon us additional expense, we certainly have a right to remon 
strate . . ," 29 

These were severe judgments, but politicians in Ottawa were 
sorely troubled. Unless the United States genuinely sought meas 
ures to correct the "abuses of the government of its Indian popu 
lation," western Canada threatened to become the scene of bloody 
Indian hostilities. Events over which Canadians had no control 
menaced every effort in Ottawa to devise a humane and enlight 
ened Indian policy. On top of frustrations in domestic policy, these 
incidents also threatened to launch the Dominion upon an un- 
chartered sea of diplomatic troubles with its southern neighbor. 

To forestall such a crisis and to protect the Canadian govern 
ment from "unreasonable demands" by Washington, Mills or 
dered the police to gather "all possible information" regarding 
American violations of Indian treaties. Another curious by 
product, therefore, of Sitting Bull's sojourn in Canada is the 
excellent collection of documents dealing with American Indian 
policy in the Canadian archives. 

In Washington, meanwhile, the Hayes administration turned to 
the task of forming the promised commission to visit Sitting BulL 
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ises to Ottawa promptly, but with little enthusiasm. Two days 
after the conversations with David Mills, the Hayes cabinet ap 
proved the project, but only after lengthy debate and with grave 
misgivings. And three days later, cabinet members still argued 
over procedures to adopt and disagreed over the personnel to 
carry out the mission. 

Numerous problems immediately appeared. Neither the War 
Department nor the Interior Department wanted the responsi 
bility of sponsoring the mission. Both protested a lack of funds 
for such an enterprise, and both denied any obligation for the 
"peace commission/' arguing it should properly rest with the 
State Department since it was in effect a diplomatic mission. 

On August 14, after a two-hour conference, the cabinet worked 
out a compromise. They appointed Brigadier General Alfred H. 
Terry, Department of Dakota commander, as head of the com 
mission, while Secretary Schurz agreed to appoint a civilian em 
ployee of his department as the second member. 

American officials authorized the commission in an atmosphere 
of frank pessimism. Publicly, as well as privately, they empha 
sized the fear of armed invasion of American territory by Sitting 
Bull's Sioux rather than the hope of securing his return. The 
Washington National Republican undoubtedly expressed the 
true feelings of the administration when it observed, "it would 
be pleasing to this government if the proposition did not sue- 
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ceed, as Sitting Bull is not a denizen to be desired by any 
country ." * 

Actually, the Americans possessed so little faith in the com 
mission's prospects that they planned further steps. The Cana 
dian government, cabinet members believed, should either dis 
arm the hostiles and force them to return to the United States 
or send them "somewhere to the far north, away from the Amer 
ican frontier.' 3 Both proposals later figured in negotiations with 
the British Foreign Office. 2 

Canadians welcomed the news from Washington with high 
hopes. At once the Mackenzie government sent dispatches to 
the Mounted Police arranging for the commission's work in west 
ern Canada. Officials instructed the police to expect the commis 
sion about August 5, an unduly optimistic estimate that indi 
cated both their miscalculation of American intentions and their 
ignorance of western geography. They ordered the police to co 
operate fully with the Americans, mounting a suitable escort, 
arranging the conference with Sitting Bull, and providing for 
their welfare while in the Northwest Territories. Officers should 
make every effort to induce the Sioux to change their minds, but 
undue pressure must not be applied to the Indians. Persuasion, 
not compulsion, promised the best results. 3 

Secret instructions, not to be revealed to the American com 
missioners under any conditions, accompanied these orders to 
Colonel Macleod. Secretary Mills directed the Mounty commis 
sioner to deliver an ultimatum to the Sioux, threatening to per 
mit the American army to pursue them across the international 
boundary into Canadian territory should they be guilty of any 
hostile raids into the United States. This was an important move; 
one that acknowledged the government's serious view of the 
Sitting Bull crisis in the West. 4 

These preparations in Canada contrasted markedly with the 
confusion in Washington. Repeatedly, the British charge d'af 
faires called on the State Department, urging action and protest 
ing "the unnecessary procrastination." On each visit, State De 
partment officials assured Plunkett that their government sought 
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every measure to speed the commission on its way, but unavoid 
able delays intervened. First, General Terry was sick; then Gen 
eral McNeill of St. Louis, the second member of the commission, 
fell ill and retired from the assignment. With this, the govern 
ment turned to General Walker of Connecticut, but he refused 
to serve. Finally, A. G. Lawrence, a Rhode Islander of limited 
diplomatic experience in South America, agreed to join the com 
mission. 

The delays continued. With the commissioners selected, the 
Americans faced Plunkett with the surprising news that they 
had no funds for the mission and nothing could be accomplished 
until the following year. The British diplomat dryly observed 
that he understood the State Department always possessed funds 
for diplomatic missions as part of its function. But we do not 
regard this a diplomatic mission, replied F. W. Seward. In view 
of the conflicting interests of the United States and Canada, 
mildly warned the Briton, it was a diplomatic mission, and one 
of some importance. 

In despair, Plunkett finally blamed the impasse on Canadian 
meddling in diplomatic matters. The American State Depart 
ment, he pointedly wrote the deputy governor general in Ottawa, 
had little enthusiasm for a project growing out of "a private 
arrangement with another department." If the mission had been 
ordered through the normal channels of Imperial diplomacy, 
with proper attention to accepted precedents, many of these dif 
ficulties would never have appeared. 5 

This charge against the Canadians was ill-founded and unfair. 
American intransigence grew from entirely different motives. 
The National Republican, with its close cabinet contacts, came 
closer to the truth when it warned that "If the matter is not 
arranged very soon, the Canadian government might very prop 
erly entertain the opinion that the great parade made over this 
affair at three different cabinet meetings was but a sham." 6 

At this juncture, Sitting Bull added to the confusion by van 
ishing. With the elusiveness that so often marked his movements, 
the medicine man dropped out of sight along the international 
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border. Neither the American army nor the Mounted Police 
could locate his camp. 

At once rumors swept both nations of impending attacks upon 
American settlements by the Sioux. General Miles warned Wash 
ington that the hostiles had crossed the boundary into the 
United States and mistakenly claimed that war had broken out 
between the Indians and the Canadian police. In this atmos 
phere of rumor and uncertainty, the American government found 
opportunity for further delay. Nothing could be done, Seward 
informed Plunkett, until the governments learned whether Sit 
ting Bull roamed Canada or the United States. 

To this argument, the British diplomat advanced a logical 
counter proposal. He urged Seward to have "double instructions 53 
issued to General Terry, one set to be used if the Sioux proved 
to be in Canada, the other to be valid if they turned up in the 
United States. "The road to be followed was the same in either 
case for a couple of thousand miles," he assured the American, 
"and long before it was necessary for General Terry to know 
whether he was to use the sword or the pen, the telegraph would 
convey to him all he might learn as to Sitting Bull's position." 7 

Another fear now appeared in American circles. General Terry, 
as well as his superiors, voiced concern at the prospect of a 
treacherous attack by Sitting Bull upon an undefended commis 
sion. Therefore, they proposed that a powerful escort accompany 
them into Canada. 8 This suggestion disturbed Canadian officials 
who saw no evidence of such treachery and believed that a large 
escort would alarm the Indians. 

In early September, the Mounted Police located Sitting Bull 
on Canadian soil near Wood Mountain. This eliminated the final 
objections and on September 6, 1877, Secretary of War George 
W. McCrary and Secretary of Interior Carl Schurz jointly issued 
instructions to the newly formed commission. While the Cana 
dian government received copies of the orders, they were not 
disclosed to the public. Amid great newspaper speculation, there 
fore, the commissioners organized their mission on September 
11 in St. Paul. 
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The .instructions ordered General Terry to offer presidential 
pardon to the former hostiles. He was further authorized to 
promise them reservations and cattle, but only on the condition 
that they surrender their firearms and their horses at the inter 
national boundary. 

The secretaries made it clear to the commissioners, however, 
that the United States government was no longer responsible for 
Sitting Bull. He had taken refuge on British soil where he had 
been rearmed despite the responsibility of the British govern 
ment, under recognized principles of international law, to pro 
tect her neighbor against acts of armed hostility by the refugees. 
Because of the obvious difficulties in dealing with a savage pop 
ulation, and because the American government wanted to do 
everything in its power "to prevent any interruption of the rela 
tions of good neighborhood, 35 Washington was willing to take 
this unprecedented step of negotiating with "an Indian chief who 
occupies the position of a fugitive enemy and criminal." 9 

When the commissioners met in St. Paul, they asked for a 
modification in their orders. To require the Indians to surrender 
their horses and to dismount before reaching their reservations 
would be impracticable. Such a requirement would defeat the 
purpose of the mission. Secretary McCrary consented to this 
change and the commissioners departed for Fort Benton via 
Omaha, Ogden, Helena, and Fort Shaw. 

n 

These innumerable delays placed the commission in the West 
at a most unfortunate time. When General Terry and his group 
reached Montana, Chief Joseph and his Nez Perce were engaged 
in their heroic march, fated to end at the Bear Paw Mountains 
only a few miles south of the refugee Sioux. Chief Joseph's suc 
cesses against General Howard fired Sioux imaginations, while 
his adroit escape from the Big Hole country after attacks by 
General Gibbon rekindled the fires of hope in many Sioux hearts. 
If the two peoples could join forces, perhaps the blue-coated 
armies could be held at bay indefinitely. White Bird, refugee 
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Nez Perce who had crossed the boundary to join the Sioux, talked 
war to Sitting Bull and pleaded for a joint campaign. 

But the wily Sioux leader remained aloof. "This is your fight, 
not mine/ 5 he was reported to have told White Bird. "You must 
not expect that any of my warriors will go across the border to 
help you." 10 

American commanders pursuing Chief Joseph watched Sitting 
Bull warily. His intervention in the Nez Perce war would change 
the entire picture, prolonging the campaign and jeopardizing 
the army's position in northern Montana. General Miles informed 
Washington that Chief Joseph delayed surrendering in the hope 
of assistance from the north. American generals, therefore, ex 
erted every effort to prevent this union. 11 

These events stranded the commissioners in Fort Shaw. Their 
escort was out chasing Chief Joseph, and Sitting Bull had not 
yet consented to meet them. Superintendent Walsh's patient 
diplomacy finally exacted a reluctant agreement to confer with 
the Americans. But no sooner had Sitting Bull acquiesced than 
Nez Perce refugees, wounded and stricken, appeared in Sioux 
camps. It was only with great difficulty that Major Walsh in 
duced the excited Sioux chiefs to travel with him to Fort Walsh 
for the interview. Even then, they stopped frequently during 
the trip to smoke and to reconsider their decision. Not until 
Colonel Macleod joined the party and assured them that they 
would be protected from the Americans did the chiefs move on 
to Fort Walsh. There they camped around the post, but the 
medicine man's tepee stood alone near the north wall of the tiny 
fort. 12 

News of Sitting Bull's agreement to meet with General Terry 
reached the commissioners in Fort Benton. On the tenth of Octo 
ber, they headed north on the well-marked trail to Fort Walsh. 
Newspaper correspondents accompanied them to the conference. 
These writers sent vivid accounts of the rendezvous at the bor 
der and of the events that followed. The New York Herald, fresh 
from its journalistic triumphs with Henry M. Stanley in darkest 
Africa and Boss Tweed's confessions from darkest New York 
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City, turned to Sitting Bull to provide the sensational news. 
Jerome Stillson, the Herald reporter, carried out his assignment 
with great enthusiasm, filling the paper's columns with colorful 
accounts of scarlet-clad Mounties, copper-tinted savages, and 
the familiar United States cavalry. Here was a formula that 
could sell newspapers, and the Herald made it work. 

When General Terry's cavalcade reached the forty-ninth par 
allel, the Mounted Police were there to greet them. Colonel Mac- 
leod, "clad in his scarlet uniform, at the head of a small but bril 
liant retinue/' crossed the boundary into the United States, 
dismounted and warmly greeted the Americans. 

Soon an escort of Mounted Police lancers advanced across the 
plains to accompany the commissioners to Fort Walsh. As they 
approached, wrote Stillson, "their red uniforms and the red and 
white pennants affixed to their lances contrasted beautifully with 
the monotonous dun color of the plains around them/' 13 

On the following morning, a dispatch from Major Walsh in 
formed the party that Sitting Bull had agreed to meet them 
inside the fort. With this welcome news, General Terry ordered 
the commission to move with all possible speed to reach Fort 
Walsh before the medicine man changed his mind. The party 
even suffered "dry camps" in their haste to reach the conference. 

On October 17, 1877, the commission met Sitting Bull in what 
the New York Herald described as "one of the most extraordi 
nary scenes in the intercourse of white men with American sav 
ages." Careful preparations smoothed the way for a full under 
standing by the Indians of the President's message. Three inter 
preters, an American, a Canadian, and an Indian representative, 
met during the morning to discuss the message and to have it 
fully explained. When the conclave gathered that afternoon, no 
misunderstandings marred communication between whites and 
reds. 

In the largest room at Fort Walsh the stage was set. Tables 
for the commission and their newspaper correspondents and buf 
falo robes for the Indians comprised the room's meager furnish 
ings. But the dramatic scene that followed required few stage 
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properties to give it color. After the Americans and the Mounted 
Police were seated, the Indians stalked in. With great exaggera 
tion, Stillson informed his readers, "Now for the first time was 
visible to white men since the beginning of the late Indian wars 
the most noted Indian of the period." Somehow, the reporter 
forgot that the Mounted Police officers sitting beside him had 
been in conversation with the medicine man many times since 
Ouster's defeat at the Little Big Horn. But it was a tense mo 
ment for the Americans, and the Indians added to their dis 
comfort by deliberately ignoring the bluecoats, striding across 
the room to shake hands ostentatiously with the Canadians. 
This was only the first of several studied insults to humiliate the 
Americans. 

General Terry then read his message to the solemn chiefs. 
From the outset, it was apparent they had not come to listen to 
the Great White Father's message. And as they made their short 
speeches in response, it became obvious that their only purpose 
was to embarrass the American officers. 14 

"For sixty-four years you have kept me and my people and 
treated us bad," said Sitting Bull, the first Indian to speak. "I 
would like to know why you came here . . . This house is a 
medicine house. You came here to tell us lies, but we don't want 
to hear them. Don't you say two more words. Go back home 
where you came from. This country is mine, and I intend to stay 
here and to raise this country full of grown people." 

Then with biting sarcasm, the angry medicine man urged the 
commissioners to be on their way, but not to worry about their 
safety since his warriors would not harm them. "Take it easy 
going back," said Sitting Bull as he again shook hands with the 
Canadian officers. 

Speeches by The-One-Who-Runs-The-Ree, Flying Bird, and 
the Crow repeated Sitting Bull's rejection of the American offer. 
But the most dramatic moment of the conference came with the 
unprecedented speech by a squaw, The-One-Who-Speaks-Once, 
wife of Chief Man-Who-Scatters-the-Bear. This procedure of 
allowing a squaw to speak in a council was the greatest indignity 
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the Indians could heap upon the Long Knives. Her message was 
equally offensive and direct. "I wanted to raise my children over 
there, but you did not give me time to breed." 

Then the Indians arose as if to leave. General Terry, however, 
addressed one final question to the chiefs. "Shall I say to the 
President that you refuse the offers made to you?" 

"I could tell you more," responded Sitting Bull, "but that is 
all I have to tell you. If we told you more why, you would not 
pay any attention to it. That is all I have to say. This part of 
the country does not belong to your people. You belong on the 
other side; this side belongs to us." With this the council broke up. 

At once, Colonel Macleod called the chiefs into another coun 
cil to speak to them privately. He impressed upon them the 
gravity of the decision they had just made and pointed out that 
though they claimed to be British Indians, the Canadian govern 
ment did not regard them as such. It considered them American 
Indians who had taken temporary refuge in the Queen's country. 
He warned them that their only hope lay in the buffalo which 
would soon be gone. They could expect nothing from the gov 
ernment except protection, and that only as long as they be 
haved themselves. They must not cross the boundary on raids 
or with hostile intent; if they did, they forfeited the Queen's 
protection. 

They gladly adhered to these conditions, Macleod wrote Terry 
in his summary of the interview. But Macleod did not reveal to 
the American the most important phase of these conversations. 
In compliance with his secret orders, the commissioner told the 
Sioux that if they crossed the international boundary on raiding 
parties, "that wall which I spoke to you about the other day will 
be broken down and the Americans may be permitted to cross 
the line as well as we can." 15 

At the same time, Macleod carried out another secret order. 
To build the Canadian case against American criticisms and de 
mands, he now requested the chiefs to formulate their grievances 
against the American government. But he failed to elicit any 
specific information. "They always deal in generalities," com- 
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plained the commissioner to Ottawa. "It is almost impossible to 
procure from Indians any distinct statement of facts/' 16 

Sitting Bull's rejection of the American offer surprised no one. 
But the commissioners were able to report that he was no longer 
a threat to the American frontier. He would remain in Canada, 
they believed, partly because he feared General Miles' troops 
and partly because he knew that the reopening of hostilities 
would make him "the enemy of both governments." 

General Terry's commission suggested another reason for Sit 
ting Bull's refusal to return. His hatred for the Americans was 
so great, they wrote, that it gave him pleasure to obstruct Amer 
ican plans. Whether this was true or not, it revealed the atmos 
phere of suspicion that marked the conference. 

The future of Sitting Bull's people, the report predicted, ap 
peared to be similar to that of their fellow Sioux who fled north 
into Canada during the outbreaks of 186. In time they would 
become so attached to their new land that they would regard it 
a permanent home. This forecast ignored the announced inten 
tion of the Canadian government to return the Sioux to their 
American reservations as soon as possible. 

One danger seemed apparent to the commission. Sitting Bull's 
following came from many Siouan tribes and their presence along 
the boundary disturbed their fellow tribesmen on the reserva 
tions. So long as they roamed as free Indians, they would attract 
others who would fall under the medicine man's "evil counsel 
and advice." Thus there might be continued disaffection and 
limited acts of hostility. 

In concluding their report, the commissioners turned to a deli 
cate subject. Canadian authorities, they pointed out, should 
comply with the rules of international law requiring the intern 
ment of insurgent forces driven into neutral territory. It seemed 
their obligation, therefore, to disarm the Sioux and relocate them 
in the interior north, far from the troubled boundary. 

Montana citizens showed little disappointment that the Terry 
commission failed. Most, in fact, seemed glad that "the old sav 
age, imbued with the blood of Custer and his companions, de- 
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cided to remain on British soil." 17 But many also realized that 
the Sioux were still buffalo Indians, and the buffalo ranged on 
both sides of the boundary. The Sioux would return, and with 
them further trouble. 

Some newspapers regarded the mission's failure as an indict 
ment of American Indian policy. The New York Herald, which 
had followed Sitting Bull more closely than any other eastern 
newspaper, viewed it as another failure in Indian relations. This 
was further proof that until "radical changes" transformed Amer 
ican policy, there could be no peace between the red man and 
the white. But the Herald summed it up to the satisfaction of 
its western, as well as its eastern, readers with the comment, 
"We wish the Great Mother joy of her new subjects." 18 

III 

Four years of turmoil along the forty-ninth parallel followed 
the failure of the peace mission in 1877. As westerners had pre 
dicted, Sioux braves ignored the boundary in their search for 
buffalo, playing a game of cat and mouse with American military 
authorities who could chase them to the boundary, but no far 
ther. Newspapers exaggerated these buffalo hunts into a border 
war of raids and alarms. At the same time, Sitting BulPs emis 
saries quietly visited the tribes south of the border, stirring them 
into restless discontent. Through it all, the three governments 
continued their diplomatic efforts to solve the Sioux refugee 
problem. 

Sitting Bull, on the other hand, basked in the limelight of in 
ternational publicity, becoming one of the most famous figures 
of his age. But to officials responsible for peace along the interna 
tional boundary, he was the symbol of trouble, both great and 
small. 

Sitting Bull's disdainful refusal of American offers discouraged 
Canadian officials. But it taught them valuable lessons which 
they now put to good use. Further negotiations with the Indians, 
they cautioned the police, must be conducted behind the shield 
of strictest secrecy. Lurid publicity during the recent negotiations 
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defeated their plans; it must not happen again. Secretary Mills 
also ordered Macleod to deal with Sitting Bull as if acting on his 
own responsibility rather than under instructions from Ottawa. 
The medicine man already thought too highly of himself. He 
must not learn the gratifying news that three governments de 
bated his future. 19 

Canadian maneuvers to dislodge the Sioux now concentrated 
on two objectives. They must convince Sitting Bull of the wis 
dom of returning to his old home and they must persuade the 
American government to devise a formula to attract him. To 
achieve the former, Mounted Police officers marshaled every 
argument to break down the stubborn wills of the embittered 
chiefs. Their own reserves in the United States promised more 
security; better soils and climate farther south assured greater 
comfort; American annuities guaranteed supplies after the buf 
falo disappeared; and the President's good will and liberality 
pledged adequate supervision to prevent further fraud or guile. 
At Ottawa's suggestion, Colonel Macleod even proposed that 
Sitting Bull visit the Great White Father in Washington accom 
panied by a Canadian commissioner. 

Through British diplomats in the American capital, Canadians 
worked to convert their opposite numbers to a generous policy 
toward the refugees. Sir Edward Thornton, now returned to his 
long-time post as British minister, urged State Department offi 
cials to take further steps. He informed Secretary Evarts, more 
over, that the Canadian government could no longer "undertake 
the responsibility of restraining them, should they be turbulent, 
or attack the United States settlers on the American side of the 
border." 20 This policy, though born of necessity, irritated Amer 
ican opinion and created considerable ill-feeling Against Cana 
dians, particularly in the West. 

In London and Ottawa, meanwhile, politicians worried that 
the American government hoped other tribes would flee into 
western Canada, thus solving its Indian problem without further 
cost. Statements by responsible Americans seemed to confirm 
this idea and Thornton was instructed to warn Washington that 
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the Dominion could not sustain the burden of further Indian 
refugees in her territories. 21 

On top of these considerable problems, minor irritants embar 
rassed both governments. While British diplomats argued in 
Washington that the Sioux were only "refugees seeking tempo 
rary asylum/' the Ottawa Free Press published a report that 
Colonel Macleod had administered the oath of allegiance to them 
and had appointed Sitting Bull their head chief. 

American newspapers picked up the story immediately. This 
Mounted Police move promised to solve the American problem, 
once and for all. Sitting Bull was now a British citizen who could 
not return to the United States. Embarrassed Canadian officials 
at once denied the story and privately denounced the corre 
spondent whose "mendacious statement" so damaged their case 
in Washington. 

Another incident imposing additional duties on both govern 
ments occurred in November 1877. Since the battle on the Little 
Big Horn, Americans had vainly sought survivors of the Seventh 
Cavalry. But when Baptiste Shane, interpreter for the Terry 
mission returned to the States, he informed a reporter that the 
long search was over. He had seen and talked to one, a Corporal 
Martin Ryan of Company C, now a prisoner in the Sioux camp 
where he had been forced to marry Spotted Eagle's daughter. 

Here was melodramatic news that touched American senti 
ments. A brave hero of the massacre lived, but his fate was worse 
than death. Newspapers loudly demanded his release and public 
spokesmen called for governmental action to rescue this hero 
from the savages. How could army morale be sustained if brave 
soldiers were abandoned to the savage enemy? 

Slowly the machinery of government moved into action. From 
General Terry's headquarters on the Missouri, the request for 
Corporal Ryan's release reached the secretary of war in Wash 
ington. The War Department then passed the message to the 
State Department which, in turn, handed a note to Sir Edward 
Thornton. Sir Edward sent it to Lord Dufferin in Ottawa, who 
forwarded it to the cabinet for action. Finally, Colonel Macleod, 
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only three hundred miles north of General Terry's headquarters, 
received the message that had traveled over six thousand miles. 

Commissioner Macleod at once launched a thorough investi 
gation. Police inspected Sioux camps and Lieutenant Colonel 
Irvine searched Spotted Eagle's tepees, but no trace of Corporal 
Ryan could be found. In fact, the police could discover no daugh 
ter, for Spotted Eagle's only child was a fifteen-year-old boy. 
When all the evidence was in, Mounted Police officers labeled 
the story a hoax and sent their report on its circuitous route to 
General Terry. But some romantics, determined to have a sur 
vivor, perpetuated the legend. 22 

Tensions along the international boundary mounted during 
1878 and 1879. White settlers in Montana regarded Sitting Bull 
a constant menace, for hunting parties south of the boundary 
often turned aside to plunder wagon trains, to loot isolated 
ranches and occasionally to murder unprotected travelers. Indian 
agents also appealed to Washington for military protection against 
intrusions upon their reservations. 

These raids strained good relations between the two neighbors, 
in their capitals as well as in the West. Frequent rumors of Sioux 
invasions kept American nerves on edge, though Mounted Police 
officers denied that the Indians planned the mass attacks proph 
esied by frontier newspapers. 

Authorities on both sides of the boundary came to recognize 
these rumors as dangerous exaggerations causing ill-will between 
the two nations. Many false stories of red invasions from the 
north were deliberate falsifications by Fort Benton citizens, "in 
terested in the establishment of a military post in the neighbor 
hood of Fort Benton." 23 This was an old game on the frontier 
and unscrupulous boomers continued to use it until the Indians 
were finally gone. 

Neither Canadian nor American military commanders could 
afford to ignore the explosive situation along the boundary. In 
1878, therefore, the Mounted Police moved their headquarters 
from Fort Macleod to Fort Walsh, thus transferring their strength 
into the troubled area. 
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Similarly, American authorities altered their policy along the 
so-called "unguarded frontier," During 1878, they sought a Cana 
dian pledge to disarm and intern the Indians should they at 
tempt an invasion of American territory. General Miles publicly 
urged the Mounted Police to remove the savages from the bound 
ary before April 10, 1878, to avoid a serious clash. 

In the following spring, General Miles deployed his forces 
along the boundary to prevent Sioux parties from crossing into 
the United States. This assignment, General Terry cautioned 
Miles, would be "difficult and delicate." He must force the Sioux 
back into Canada "rather by a display of force than by actual 
conflict." 24 This Miles succeeded in doing, but much to the dis 
tress of Canadian officials, he also cut off the Indians from their 
supply of buffalo and added to Canada's problem of keeping the 
hungry Sioux in check. The logical fulfillment of this new policy 
came with the construction of Fort Assiniboine on the Milk 
River north of the Bear Paw Mountains. From this northern 
post, the army policed the boundary and kept the Sioux necro 
mancer in his adopted land. 

Many Americans questioned the ability of the Mounted Police 
to restrain the Sioux. Sitting Bull's powers were now at their 
zenith and hunger made his followers restless. The Fort Benton 
Record spoke for many when it observed: "the fact remains that 
the Sioux are no more under the control of the Mounted Police 
than they are held in check by the civil and military agents of 
the American government." 25 

American commanders did not share this lack of confidence. 
When Major Walsh visited General Miles in July 1879 to assure 
him that the Indians would commit no further depredations 
south of the border, Miles welcomed this news as a guarantee 
of peace. "I regarded this as the best results that could have 
been attained," he wrote General Terry, "and the assurance wor 
thy of confidence." 2e 

Dramatic confirmation of this confidence came during the trou 
bled summer of 1879. Sitting Bull, increasingly restive and bellig 
erent as the buffalo disappeared, turned his young men to frequent 
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horse-stealing expeditions against American ranchers. When Ma 
jor Walsh curtly warned him that these raids must cease, Sitting 
Bull showed resentment, but accepted the reprimand. 

Some time later, however, the medicine man reappeared at 
the Wood Mountain post, defiant and reinforced by a large fol 
lowing of chiefs and warriors. Without preliminaries, Sitting Bull 
demanded supplies and provisions from the police for his starv 
ing people. To this request Walsh turned a deaf ear, denouncing 
the medicine man as a nuisance and threatening him with im 
prisonment if the horse stealing continued. Sitting Bull and his 
people were American Indians; if they wanted food they must 
go south to the Long Knives. 

This was blunt talk; the kind never before used with the feared 
Sioux leader. Sitting Bull immediately showed his resentment 
and warned the policeman that no white man talked that way 
to Sitting Bull. With this, Walsh lost his temper and loosed a 
volley of vituperation that stunned the listening Indians. "No 
man," shouted Sitting Bull, "can treat me like this." 

Here was the direct challenge that so many predicted. But 
when it came, Walsh acted decisively, warning Sitting Bull that 
no one could bluff or threaten the police. To this, the Indian 
cried out in anger and reached for the weapon at his belt. Before 
he could act, however, Walsh seized him by the arm and breech- 
clout and threw him out the door. To the horror of the watching 
Indians, the irate Mountie then kicked Sitting Bull as he sought 
to regain his feet. 

For a few minutes, this humiliation seemed fated to touch off 
a fight. The Indians knew they could kill the handful of police 
men facing them, but they also knew that this victory would 
destroy them by opening the floodgates of American power to 
the south. General Miles' command only waited for a word from 
the police to move north and destroy the Sioux, once and for aH. 27 

IV 

Though not immediately apparent, Sitting Bull's power was 
now on the wane. Publicly disgraced before his foEowers, the 
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proud medicine man no longer commanded the respect and loy 
alty once his due. 

Even more important, the Conservative government, newly 
returned to power under Sir John A. Macdonald, adopted a firm 
er policy. During the early months of 1879, Macdonald carefully 
studied the western problems inherited from the retiring Lib 
erals. 

Two developments pushed his government into this new pol 
icy. In the West, Mounted Police officers increasingly empha 
sized the dangers inherent in shielding the Sioux refugees. With 
complete candor, Major Walsh wrote Lieutenant Colonel Irvine 
that the present policy allowed the Sioux to recruit their strength 
and replenish their arms and ammunition. This, in turn, could 
lead Canada "into complications, which she cannot afford, and 
never should permit." 

Growing disillusionment with Sitting Bull also changed their 
perspective. Though the police at first believed and respected 
him, now they recognized his craftiness and guile. Moreover, 
they came to see that Sioux "hatred is not against Americans, 
but against the white men generally." 28 Irvine passed Walsh's 
comments on to Ottawa for study. 

There the prime minister carefully analyzed these dispatches 
from the West. His conclusions, outlined in a memorandum to 
Lord Lome, now the governor general, recognized the growing 
risk of collision between Canadian and American Indians over a 
dwindling food supply. The Sioux, wrote Macdonald, comprised 
a "marauding element . . . antagonistic to the peace of the 
country." Food supplies on the plains could not last more than 
five years at a maximum, and during that time the American 
government could be led to devise a more lenient policy toward 
the refugees. 29 

But American impatience upset Macdonald's timetable. From 
March onward, the American government presented a series of 
notes to the British minister protesting the Sioux incursions from 
Canada. On March 27, Evarts informed Thornton that the 
"gravity of the situation" required immediate precautions to 
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avert a general Indian war. To this warning the British acted 
promptly. Within a week a telegram from the governor general 
directed Assistant Commissioner Irvine, acting commander of 
the police, to order Sitting Bull "to act peaceably towards allies 
of the Queen" or Canadian protection would be removed. 30 

Later the same month, Secretary of State Evarts again inter 
viewed Thornton to urge firm action by the Canadian govern 
ment. When Thornton pleaded that the Dominion did not pos 
sess sufficient strength in the West to restrain the Sioux, Evarts 
suggested that the government invite Sitting Bull to Ottawa 
for a conference where he could easily be arrested and confined. 
This proposal did not appeal to the British government. 

Evarts also complained that the Sioux had not been disarmed 
or interned despite their hostile intentions toward the United 
States. In view of this failure, the American government held 
Her Majesty's government responsible for any mischief the In 
dians committed south of the border. 

Inadvertently, the American secretary had touched a tender 
spot in British memory, for the historical parallel of American 
failure to end the arming and training of Fenian troops following 
the Civil War immediately came to mind. Thornton reminded 
Evarts that the United States had been duly warned about the 
Fenians, yet had done nothing to halt their depredations across 
the boundary. These Fenian raids had carried "death and de 
struction into Canada," yet the American government had dis 
avowed any responsibility and had refused to compensate those 
Canadians who suffered loss of property and kin. 

But Evarts brushed aside this painful reference with the ob 
servation that the Fenian raids were now a matter of history. 
No question had been raised about compensation during the 
negotiations framing the Treaty of Washington, the American 
pointed out, and none would be discussed now. But Evarts 5 his 
tory was as poor as his argument was weak. Compensations for 
Fenian raids had been an important issue in 1870 and Thornton 
knew it. Sensing the strength of his position, he referred fre 
quently to the Fenian experience. 
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Finally, Evarts answered the Fenian argument with a hypo 
thetical situation. The two cases might be similar "if United 
States troops were to cross the border into Canada." Then, quite 
obviously, "the Imperial Government would bombard New York, 
and send troops to Canada for her protection." Why, asked the 
secretary, should Britain not send troops to the Canadian West 
to prevent a hostile expedition from being organized against the 
United States? 

During the remainder of this important thirty-minute conver 
sation, the two diplomats turned to other phases of the problem. 
Thornton made it clear that his government refused to accept 
the responsibility for a political refugee, driven from the United 
States by the misrule of American politicians. Evarts, on the 
other hand, remained cool to any suggestion that the United 
States should devise a lenient formula for Sitting Bull's return. 
The American government remained interested only in a scheme 
to disarm and intern the Sioux on Canadian soil. 31 

Throughout the prolonged negotiations over Sitting Bull, both 
British and American diplomats showed every disposition to 
avoid ill-feeling or undue tension. Admittedly, if either sought 
trouble, Sitting Bull could have offered ample excuse. But Anglo- 
American relations were heading toward a happier day and ten 
sions along the remote forty-ninth parallel were handled in the 
larger context of the growing community of interest between 
the two powers. And when diplomats of either nation, whether 
by accident or design, failed to demonstrate a conciliatory spirit, 
Canadians rushed in to smooth ruffled feelings. Geographic posi 
tion forced Canadians to promote understanding between the two 
nations. 

Though diplomats demonstrated a spirit of moderation, public 
opinion was not as generous. American newspapers frequently 
denounced Anglo-Canadian policy in the West, and Canadian 
editors replied in kind. Congressman J. Floyd King of Louisiana 
joined the public clamor in April by introducing a resolution in 
the House of Representatives requesting the President to inform 
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the Congress of the military preparations being made to thwart 
the anticipated invasion from British America. 32 

As a climax to this growing dissatisfaction with Canadian pol 
icy, the American secretary of state handed the British minister 
a stiff note on May 8, 1879. In it, the American government 
summarized its grievances against Ottawa and urged immediate 
steps to remedy them. 

Evarts also introduced new themes in the old controversy. For 
the first time the American government now formally insisted 
that the Sioux were British Indians. "In the most formal manner 
possible to their savage state/' argued Evarts, they had renounced 
their rights in the United States and had rejected American 
terms of security, subsistence, and peace to receive asylum and 
residence in Canada. Moreover, no act of Her Majesty's govern 
ment had denied this "rudely asserted right to British protec 
tion." The American government, therefore, "conceives that it 
is bound now to regard the Indians of Sitting Bull's command 
as British Indians." 

In addition, his government now regarded Sitting Bull a "men 
ace to American security." Evarts made it clear that the Sioux 
constituted a threat to the domestic peace of the western terri 
tories. Every effort, therefore, would be made by American mili 
tary authorities in the West to resist intrusions by the Sioux. 

Finally, the American government could no longer tolerate 
Canada's protection of marauding Indians. We cannot counte 
nance, wrote Evarts, any line of argument "by which these sav 
ages may quit and resume allegiance or protection at will" by 
merely passing from one side of a line traced through a wilder 
ness to the other. 33 

This was such a vigorous statement of American grievances 
that Thornton accepted it without comment. But in Ottawa, it 
brought immediate results. With complete secrecy, the prime 
minister employed half-breed spies to keep the Sioux camps 
under constant surveillance. Macdonald preferred these dusky 
agents to policemen since this procedure avoided giving the 
American government "further excuse" for placing the full re- 
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sponsibility for Sitting Bull's conduct on the Canadian govern 
ment. 34 

Next, the prime minister sternly rejected Sioux pleas for land 
and subsistence. In June, he ordered western officials to make it 
unmistakably clear that the Canadian government could not af 
ford to assist the refugees. Nor could the government encourage 
them to have any hope of a permanent residence in the Dominion. 

In addition, Macdonald directed the new Indian commissioner, 
Edgar B. Dewdney, to inform Sitting Bull he must make im 
mediate overtures to American authorities. The Sioux were for 
eign Indians who must return to their homes or starve. 35 

In July, Thornton verbally informed Evarts of the steps taken 
by the Canadian government. In September, he gave the Amer 
icans the formal documents relating to the new "starve or get 
out" policy. While this did not end the flow of notes from Wash 
ington concerning Sitting Bull, it materially reduced their num 
ber and sense of urgency. 

Another phase of the campaign to persuade Sitting Bull to 
leave Canada appeared in the form of unofficial missions to the 
medicine man. One of these came in September 1879 when Father 
Martin Marty of Grand Forks, Dakota Territory, tried a second 
time to convince the Sioux to return. 

Father Marty believed this second mission would succeed 
where his previous attempt had failed, chiefly because the Sioux 
now suffered intense hunger. This was his major weapon, but it 
had no force against the Indians, who believed there would be 
buffalo as long as there were Indians. 36 

The priest failed to persuade the Indians, but he passed on 
two important suggestions to Canadian officials. Ottawa should 
demand from Washington, he believed, a restoration of the "tra 
ditional, tacit understanding" by which Indians followed the 
buffalo wherever they roamed, ignoring the international bound 
ary. Also, treaty payments due the Sioux for their lands in the 
United States should be given to their true guardians, the Cana 
dian government, thus enabling them to buy lands, cattle, seed, 
and equipment to establish the refugees as farmers and ranchers. 
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The next move in Macdonald's plan to force Sitting Bull out 
of the Northwest Territories lay in Washington. He hoped 
through British diplomats to lead the American government to 
drop its "unconditional surrender" policy announced in 1877. In 
September, the Canadian cabinet outlined the strategy to be used. 
First, the American government should grant the right of chase 
across the boundary to Indians of both countries. Second, the 
Americans should halt their practice of burning the grass along 
the boundary to keep the buffalo south of the forty-ninth par 
allel. Finally, the Americans must relax their policy of seizing 
all the Indians' horses and chattels when they surrendered. But 
when these proposals reached London, Lord Salisbury in the 
Foreign Office refused to act, arguing that no "advantageous 
result" could come from approaching the Americans at this time, 37 
and the Foreign Office instructed Sir Edward Thornton not to 
press the matter. 

V 

Hunger quietly did its work. By July 1880 the exodus began as 
the once proud Sioux, now broken and poverty stricken, moved 
south. But not Sitting Bull, for he stubbornly claimed that the 
sight of an American still made him sick. 

Secret delegations continued to seek his ear, but few of them 
did more than confirm his distrust of American promises. As late 
as January 1881, J. B. Hubbell wrote Territorial Delegate Martin 
Maginnis that the medicine man could perhaps be won if a mis 
sion could be sent "without the aid of newspaper reporters." 3S 
Later, Bill Nye commented wryly on Sitting Bull's love of pub 
licity. In a mock farewell address, the western humorist put these 
words into the Indian's mouth: "I desire also to thank the mem 
bers of the press throughout the country for the aid and encour 
agement extended by them all. Whenever I sent a special to any 
paper, stating that I had once more surrendered, it was greedily 
paid for and published. By this means I have inaugurated a sys 
tem of cooperative and attractive surrenders that has been the 
envy and admiration of the civilized world." 39 
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The most promising mission came in October 1880. Then Sit 
ting Bull pledged to the American agent, E. H. Allison, that he 
would surrender soon, but delayed because his friend, Major 
Walsh, was in England. Sitting Bull claimed that before his de 
parture in July the policeman had promised to visit the Great 
White Father in Washington. He could not surrender until the 
superintendent's advice reached him. 40 American reports of Alli 
son's conversations emphasized Major Walsh's role in Sitting 
Bull's decision. "Whether on Canadian soil or immediately south 
of the line, Sitting Bull . . . appears to be under the control or 
influence of that Canadian official," wrote General Miles. 41 

Dispatches to Ottawa from Superintendent L. N. F. Crozier 
and Indian Commissioner Dewdney seemed to confirm these 
judgments. Crozier argued, in fact, that Walsh delayed rather 
than facilitated Sitting Bull's surrender and expressed the opin 
ion that knowledge of this incident by American officials would 
be very embarrassing. 42 

Superintendent Walsh vigorously denied these allegations. On 
the contrary, argued the colorful policeman, through patient 
negotiation and steady persuasion, he had convinced Sitting Bull 
of the folly of starving in Canada when food and shelter waited 
across the boundary. Under his unceasing pressure, Sitting Bull 
had gradually weakened until by April 1880 he had told those 
of his followers who wanted to return to do so, and in May the 
medicine man had finally expressed his willingness to shake hands 
with the Americans. 43 

Undoubtedly Sitting Bull misunderstood Major Walsh's pro 
posals. But in Ottawa, cabinet officials were disturbed by Walsh's 
conduct. The policeman had exceeded his orders, and Macdonald 
scrawled a note to Fred White on Dewdney's dispatch of Octo 
ber 3: "Write Col Irvine or the officer nearest Sitting Bull that 
Walsh is not to return to Fort Walsh and has no authority to 
go to Washington." 

During the winter of 1880, the police began their last and suc 
cessful campaign to force Sitting Bull out of Canada. Superin 
tendent Crozier systematically undermined the medicine man's 
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prestige with his fellow Indians by ignoring him in councils, by 
turning to other headmen for advice, and by consulting with all 
the Indians on important matters. In this manner, the police 
broke Sitting Bull's power, reducing him to a wandering men 
dicant. 

In June 1881, Dewdney reported to the prime minister that 
Sitting Bull was harmless. His followers had returned to their 
American homes, his family and friends were poverty-stricken, 
and the surrounding half-breeds and Canadian Indians spoke 
openly of destroying their old enemy. 44 

This was the end. On July 19, 1881, to the accompaniment of 
great newspaper publicity, Sitting Bull surrendered at Fort Bu- 
ford, and a chapter in border line diplomacy was closed. Immedi 
ately, everyone who had dealt with the problem claimed credit 
for the achievement. Mounted Police officers filled their reports 
with self-congratulation, while United States Army officers hailed 
another American victory. At Wood Mountain, trader J. L. 
Legare wrote his friends in Winnipeg that he was responsible for 
the return of the Sioux. Others would take the credit, "but it 
belongs to me alone," he wrote. "My influence made them give 
up the bad opinions they had against the Americans." 45 

Whoever was responsible, officials in both countries welcomed 
this action of the old medicine man. Attitudes on both sides of 
the boundary were summarized by the editor of the Fort Benton 
Record when he wrote: "It is to be hoped that we are forever 
rid of these Sioux, who, since they crossed over to the Canadian 
soil have behaved themselves well, comparatively speaking; still, 
they have been a source of endless trouble and anxiety." 46 

But Americans were not rid of the medicine man for another 
decade. In December 1890 he was shot for resisting arrest for his 
"ghost dance" activities. Then, and then only, did he disappear 
from the front pages, though not from troubled memories. 
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^ESTWARD expansion is a basic and persist 
ent theme in North American history. The Canadian and Amer 
ican people looked to the West for their national fulfillment and 
both claimed a landed heritage before they were nations possess 
ing a sense of unity. 

In the republic the fusion of the national spirit and westward 
expansion expressed itself in that sense of inevitability labeled 
"manifest destiny." In Canada the achievement of political unity 
in 1867 and a growing sense of nationhood prompted a similar 
conviction of western destiny that looked to the annexation of 
the Hudson's Bay Company territories. 

Spread-eagle oratory emphasized the manifest destiny of the 
United States to control North America from the isthmus of 
Panama to the Arctic. To ambitious expansionists the limits of 
American power should coincide with continental boundaries. 
"The American mind," observed a western editor in 1857, "poured 
out of the narrow bowl of an Eastern horizon, spreads over the 
wide expanse of western scenery, like water spilled upon a table 
uncontained, indefinite, diffusive." 1 He badly mixed his fig 
ures of speech, but his readers understood. 

Similar political and cultural institutions north of the Rio 
Grande seemed to cement the unity suggested by the geograph 
ical integrity of the continent. "A geography merely political has 
little significance," wrote James W. Taylor to the Canadian na- 
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tionalist Thomas D'Arcy McGee, "especially when close com 
munications by water and rail and a community of language, 
ideas and interests suggest, and even constrain unity of plan and 
harmony of action." 2 Where dissimilarity existed, as in the strik 
ing case of French-Catholic Quebec, the continentalists ignored 
it. 

Continentalism promised the "room for growth 55 that expan 
sionists believed essential. This Lebensraum concept argued that 
failure to expand into underdeveloped regions would constitute 
a serious check upon the "natural 55 growth of American "demo 
cratic 55 institutions. "We need 'ample room and verge enough 5 
for this majestic development, 55 claimed Minnesota's golden- 
voiced Ignatius Donnelly. "Nothing less than a continent can 
suffice as the basis and foundation for that nation in whose des 
tiny is involved the destiny of mankind. Let us build broad and 
wide those foundations; let them abut only on the everlasting 
seas. 55 3 

Expansionists lived in an emotional atmosphere that distorted 
their political judgments. They greeted every symptom of dis 
affection in the neighboring provinces as a harbinger of annexa 
tion and they viewed every passing disturbance as evidence of 
a universal demand for entry into the American republic. Self- 
deluded by their enthusiasms, they easily convinced themselves 
that Canada was ready to fall into American hands. 

A universal conviction of the superiority of American institu 
tions strongly reinforced the argument for the inevitability of 
political union. This spirit, born of a vigorous and youthful na 
tionalism, exalted republicanism at the expense of the monarch 
ical system north of the boundary. 

Faith in the superiority of their institutions led many Amer 
icans to conclude that it was part of a national mission to banish 
undemocratic and aristocratic rule from the continent. In the 
new world, how could monarchy exist cheek by jowl with free 
dom? "The Dominion has become an intolerable nuisance, 55 
warned an American senator. "With a Royal Scion at its head, 
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with its standing army, with its royal institutions," it was a 
threat to free government! 4 

Economic ambitions also aroused interest in the political fate 
of the unoccupied plains north of the forty-ninth parallel. Amer 
ica's westward march was essentially an agricultural imperialism 
seeking new lands for old. This "peaceful penetration" by farm 
ers armed only with "the steam engine, printing press and patent 
reapers and mowers" promised to conquer the potentially wealthy 
plains of the Saskatchewan region. 5 Oregon and Texas were con 
stant reminders of the success of this method of acquisition. 

Business and commercial leaders joined agriculturalists in look 
ing northwest. American metropolitan centers viewed the Cana 
dian-American plains as a vast hinterland to be developed with 
American capital. Behind the politicians' bombast was the vision 
of a commercial empire stretching from the forty-sixth to the 
sixtieth parallel and reaching from the Great Lakes to the 
Rockies. 

John L. Scripps, editor of the Daily Democratic Press, assumed 
the role of spokesman for Chicago's interest in developing this 
region. Through his newspaper and on the lecture platform he 
urged his fellow-citizens to recognize the opportunities that 
awaited their energies. Chicago, he claimed, stood as the "inevit 
able gateway" to the Northwest. In the glowing language of the 
boomer, he predicted that "railroads will, ere long, penetrate the 
old solitudes. Agriculture, mining and manufactures will super- 
cede the pursuits of the chase . . . Think of manufacturing 
away up there on Athabasca River, sending down vulcanized 
fabrics made from bituminous fountains, and competing with the 
Indian Rubber and gutta percha water-proof clothing of Horace 
H. Day & Co. of New York!" 6 

The enthusiastic editor believed that American civilization 
would reach its "noblest triumphs" in the Saskatchewan valley. 
Economic growth would be matched by freedom's expansion. 
"The blighting hoof of slavery shall never touch its green sward, 
but freedom of body and mind shall there have its highest reali 
zation . . ." 7 
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Before these roseate dreams could be realized certain things 
must be done. First, the Hudson's Bay Company monopoly in 
Rupert's Land should be destroyed "in the interests of human 
ity." This "giant monopoly" must be driven out so that the 
"whole country could be thrown open to settlement." 8 Peaceful 
penetration by land-hungry farmers would then solve the polit 
ical problem, for the region was already "maturing like ripe fruit 
in autumn to fall into our expectant lap." Even if annexation 
failed, the newly developed country would contribute to Chi 
cago's economic greatness. 

Strategic position gave St. Paul similar dreams of a northwest 
empire. For many years the Minnesota capital was the center 
of a keen interest in the Canadian plains and the home of a small 
but noisy group of annexationists. 9 

Many St. Paulites turned their attention to the development 
of the Northwest out of fear that the Great American Desert 
blocked a westward expansion south of the forty-ninth parallel. 
The editor of the St. Paul Advertiser urged his readers to realize 
that a "practically inexhaustible" agricultural empire lay to the 
northwest. "None of the states lying west of the Mississippi," he 
argued, "are backed up by similar resources . . . Iowa looks out 
upon the mauvaise terres of Nebraska; Missouri has Kansas, but 
western Kansas is a sandy plain, which extends westward to the 
Rocky Mountains in the first installment of the Great American 
Desert." 10 

Hopes of exploiting this northwestern hinterland were shat 
tered by a series of events over which the St. Paid empire build 
ers had no control. In 1857 a serious depression paralyzed Min 
nesota's economy and five years later the Sioux outbreak forced 
frontiersmen to retreat to the safety of older settlements. From 
1861 onward, the Civil War drained the energies of the North 
Star State, preventing further expansion. Though discouraged 
by these setbacks, they kept their dreams alive, waiting for bet 
ter days. These seemed to come when the war's end released 
dynamic forces of expansion and brought the Radical Repub 
licans to power in Washington. 
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ii 

Following the Civil War the American people were in an ex 
pansionist mood. Conscious of a military strength that made 
their nation one of the most powerful in the world, many con 
fidently expected the acquisition of nearby territories. Led by a 
small but vigorous faction in the Congress, these expansionists 
dreamed of the revival of the manifest destiny spirit of the forties 
and fifties. Senator Zachariah Chandler of Michigan, always 
ready to indulge in verbal heroics, warned the world of American 
power: "the United States today have more men that have actu 
ally been in battle under fire than all the rest of the world, put 
together, more experienced soldiers and more experienced of 
ficers." " Expansionist orators carefully avoided any estimate of 
how many of these citizen soldiers would willingly rejoin the 
army to underwrite their imperial adventures. Wendell Phillips 
feared that with this new strength the "old farming and reading 
republic would give place to a strong military, and perhaps pred 
atory state/' 12 

This was an era of bad feelings in Anglo-American relations, 
and nearby Canada bore the brunt of American ill-will. British 
diplomacy during the war aroused the latent dislike of British 
power to active hostility. Americans resented Britain's friendli 
ness to the Confederate cause, particularly the construction in 
English ports of the Alabama and other Confederate raiders. They 
also recalled Confederate raids on Vermont from Canadian soil. 

Annexationists used these resentments as weapons in their 
struggle to win British North America by linking the "AlabaTna 
claims" to their desire for Canada. "We simply say to Great 
Britain," announced Senator Chandler, "'Give us a quit claim 
deed to this continent and we will forgive you the debt, and 
nothing short of that.'" 13 Since this claim rested on the pre 
posterous argument that Britain must pay one half of the total 
expense of the Civil War as an indemnity for the depredations 
of English-built raiders, it won support from only a handful of 
Radical Republicans and expansionists. 

More convincing to many Americans was the argument that 
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Britain should cede her North American colonies as a guarantee 
of peace. "England might be willing to transfer the region west 
of Canada in settlement of every outstanding question between 
the two countries," wrote James W. Taylor to Secretary of the 
Treasury Hugh McCulloch. 14 Napoleon, he argued, had ceded 
Louisiana to the United States to remove any possibility of 
Franco-American conflict; perhaps British statesmen would be 
as wise. Expansionists ignored the fact that the Canadians were 
not Britain's "to give away," had British statesmen been so 
foolish. 

Much of the agitation in Washington came from the maneu 
vers of Republican extremists to capture control of their party. 
Annexation was an emotional issue with which they challenged 
executive control of foreign affairs; control properly belonged, they 
believed, with congressional committees. Their fervent appeals 
to annexationist sentiment before the election of 1866 and their 
subsequent failure to act following their victory suggest that 
they used the issue to capture votes by exploiting the anti-Brit 
ish sentiment of the postwar years. Their strategy also won im 
portant Irish support. 15 

They played a dangerous game. Foreign policy, when used as 
a tool by ambitious politicians to advance the cause of party, 
invites risks that statesmen carefully avoid. Radical Republicans 
sought power at any price; they endangered Anglo-American re 
lations, frightened their neighbors to the north, and aroused a 
warlike spirit in all three nations. 

For a short time some talked of war with Britain and the 
fruits of conquest that would follow a glorious victory. But an- 
nexationists overplayed their hand when they advocated hasten 
ing the union by direct action. Few Americans were in a mood 
to pay in either blood or treasure for any or all of British North 
America. A war-weary people were not favorable to another 
costly conflict. "Comprehensive national policy would seem to 
sanction the acquisition and incorporation into our Federal 
Union of the several adjacent continental and insular commu 
nities as speedily as it can be done," admitted President Johnson 
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in his last annual message to Congress. But he hastened to point 
out that this must be accomplished "peaceably, lawfully and 
without violation of national justice, faith or honor." 16 

Postwar America was too deeply involved in domestic issues 
to take seriously the many proposals to annex neighboring areas. 
President Grant's pet scheme to annex the Dominican Republic 
failed not only through the President's ineptitude, but for want of 
public support as well. Even more revealing were the stubborn de 
bates over the purchase of Alaska, despite the eagerness of Rus 
sia to be rid of it and the modest price required to add it to the 
American realm. The burdensome problems of Reconstruction, 
the dynamic industrial expansion of the economy, and the rapid 
settlement of the plains and mountain states fully absorbed the 
energies of the American people. Annexation of Canada was only 
a minor theme in the Gilded Age, but its advocates made up 
with noise what they lacked in public support. 

Two small but energetic factions joined forces to sponsor an 
nexation. In the East, railroad financiers led by Jay Cooke looked 
to the economic unification of the Canadian and American 
Wests. Their chief activity was to provide financial support to 
a western clique centered in St. Paul, but representing the am 
bitions of Detroit and Chicago as well. Spokesmen for these 
groups in Washington included Senators Zachariah Chandler and 
Jacob Howard of Michigan and Alexander Ramsey of Minne 
sota. Editorial support for their schemes came as a matter of 
course in the columns of the expansionist New York Herald and 
Chicago Tribune. Then too, they could always count on verbal 
support from the Irish Fenians who welcomed every scheme de 
signed to weaken the British empire. 

Behind the scenes James Wickes Taylor organized the forces 
of annexation and provided the ammunition for their campaign. 
Taylor, a typical publicist during the Gilded Age, dedicated him 
self to the mission of securing the Saskatchewan country for 
American exploitation. With an eloquence born of extensive 
knowledge of the region, he preached the gospel of manifest des 
tiny. With prophetic insight he foretold the potential greatness 
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of the economic empire that lay sleeping across the boundary. 
Through Taylor's leadership the two factions joined forces, for 
he labored as enthusiastically for Jay Cooke as he did for Sen 
ator Ramsey. 

Taylor first attracted public attention to his schemes with his 
famous "Plan of Union" in 1866. Employed by Secretary Mc- 
Culloch as a special agent for the Treasury Department, he pre 
pared an extensive report on commercial relations with British 
America. To this economic study, he added an unsolicited plan 
for the annexation of the Canadian provinces. 17 

In elaborate detail Taylor outlined the steps necessary for 
political union. His program rested on the voluntary cooperation 
of Canadians, for he made it clear from the outset that this must 
be a peaceful acquisition. Once provincial governments requested 
admission, his plan provided machinery through which they 
could take their places as full-fledged states alongside their older 
sisters in the American Union. 

Taylor's "Plan of Union" was primarily a propaganda docu 
ment designed to convert Canadians to the values of an Amer 
ican connection. Economic inducements were Taylor's chief lure 
in this effort to win Canadian support: his scheme called for the 
assumption of provincial debts, the construction of a navigable 
St. Lawrence seaway system, and the building of sorely needed 
internal improvements throughout the provinces canals, roads, 
and railways. 

West of the 105th meridian, the plan looked to the creation of 
territorial governments with laws similar to those of the Terri 
tory of Montana. It promised an immediate survey of the new 
territories for settlement, and the putting aside of land for edu 
cation along the familiar American pattern. Five per cent of the 
revenues from public land sales was to be devoted to the con 
struction of roads, telegraph lines, and other public improve 
ments. To the Hudson's Bay Company for its title to the land, 
Taylor recommended the liberal sum of $10,000,000. Obviously, 
he hoped to make the offer sufficiently attractive to win support 
in Canada as well as in the United States. 
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Taylor's scheme received only passing notice throughout the 
republic. A handful of annexationists loudly praised it and the 
expansionist press endorsed it, but most congressmen and most 
newspapers ignored it. Congressman N. P. Banks quickly followed 
it up by submitting a bill written by Taylor establishing condi 
tions for the admission of the "States of Nova Scotia, New Bruns 
wick, Canada East and Canada West/' and for the organization 
of three territorial governments in the West. General Banks 
sought to attract Irish votes in his constituency with an anti- 
British gesture, but Taylor and the annexationists acted in good 
faith. They saw that the impending confederation of the Cana 
dian provinces would strike a fatal blow to their hopes and they 
hastened to head it off by offering an attractive alternative. 18 

In December 1867 and again in January 1868 Senator Ramsey 
introduced resolutions calling for the cession by treaty of British 
America west of longitude 90. The people in this region, he ar 
gued, preferred union with the republic rather than with the 
newly organized Dominion. 19 All these efforts met the same fate; 
they quietly died in committee. 

The annexationist junto used every opportunity to keep their 
cause in the political foreground. The protectionist tariff policy 
of the postwar administrations presented an opportunity to use 
an economic weapon against Canada and they seized it eagerly. 
In 1864 the ten-year reciprocity agreement with Canada expired 
and protectionist Republicans refused to renew it. Political- 
minded annexationists joined in defeating any further reciproc 
ity arrangement in the belief that isolation from American mar 
kets would force Canada to seek admission into the American 
system. Their arguments offended Canadians and their policy 
prompted a closer economic alliance with Britain. 

Debates over the purchase of Alaska four years later brought 
another opportunity to advance their cause. They welcomed the 
acquisition of the Russian territory as a fulfillment of manifest 
destiny and as a prelude to the absorption of the British North 
west. The United States, they argued, must possess a "compact" 
national area; it could not tolerate the separation of its terri- 
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lories by a wedge of British sovereignty. Moreover, Alaska out 
flanked British possessions and would eventually force their in 
clusion in the American Union, 

Congressman William Hunger of Ohio professed to see the 
acquisition of Alaska as a phase of America's emergence as a 
great power and of Britain's decline. "England's star has passed 
its zenith," predicted the Ohioan. "Russia will one day, and that 
at no distant period, control England's Asiatic possessions. When 
that happens, as a natural consequence the United States will 
take possession of the Bahamas and all the British West Indies 
islands; and Canada will fall into our lap like a ripe apple." 

Warming to his global prophecies, the congressman continued. 
"Spanish possessions on this continent must be ours; and the two 
great Powers on earth will be Russia and the United States." 20 
Ignatius Donnelly hastened to add that American political insti 
tutions were uniquely fitted for this imperial destiny, especially 
for "that great and most valuable region, Western British Amer 
ica, which may be fairly esteemed the largest and finest region 
of agricultural lands now left unsettled on the continent." 21 

American expansionists aroused keen resentment in Canada. 
Manifest destiny, caustically commented the Montreal Gazette, 
is the "divine right of the great Yankee nation to meddle in the 
affairs of every other community and to propagate democracy 
as Islamism was propagated by the followers of Mahomet." 22 

Ironically, if the annexationists accomplished anything with 
their noisy agitation, it was to hasten the political union of the 
Canadian provinces and to make certain their absorption of the 
Hudson's Bay territories. Confederation destroyed any possibil 
ity of annexation; subsequent plans to link British America to 
the republic possessed only the shadow and never the substance 
of reality. 

Ill 

During the sixties Canadians became impatient to create a 
transcontinental state. Their westward expansion waited, how 
ever, upon the solution of the political unification of Britain's 
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North American provinces. The legislative union of Quebec and 
Ontario before 1867 was too weak to achieve this empire build 
ing. Confederation freed Canadian statesmen to negotiate with 
the British government and the Hudson's Bay Company for the 
annexation of Rupert's Land and the Northwest Territories. At 
the Quebec conference in 1864, in which the political formula for 
confederation was designed, the "Fathers of Confederation" made 
it clear that they anticipated the addition of western territories 
to the Dominion as a logical sequence to their efforts. When the 
first Parliament of the new Dominion assembled, many of its 
members regarded this expansion as the most important ques 
tion facing them. 23 

Dynamic forces similar to those at work south of the bound 
ary led the Dominion to expand its boundaries. "The dream of 
the patriot and the speculation of the political philosopher had 
been of the destiny that should unite these British people in one 
nationality from one ocean to the other," observed William Me- 
Dougall to his colleagues in the House of Commons. 24 His speech 
was only one of many that expressed the burning zeal of the 
rising national spirit that soon produced the "Canada First" and 
"National Policy" movements. Its corollary was a demand to 
round out the continental limits of the new nation. 

Westward expansion seemed as much a Divine mandate to 
Canadians as to Americans, though northern politicians couched 
their ambitions in less provocative language. "Who cannot see 
that Providence has entrusted us the building up of a great north 
ern people, fit to cope with our neighbors of the United States, and 
to advance step by step with them in the march of civilization?" 
asked George Brown in his influential Toronto Globe. 25 

Whether prompted by a spirit of British imperialism or by 
Canadian nationalism, Canadians were increasingly aware of 
their "duty" to establish British institutions in the West. A deep 
conviction of the superiority of British constitutional practices 
to the republican institutions of their neighbors spurred them to 
action. Slogans such as "British justice," "British orderliness," 
and "the Empire" carried the same emotional impact as their 
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counterparts in the American experience. To "save British Amer 
ica for the British Americans" became as potent a drive among 
Canadians as any Manifest Destiny ambition south of the inter 
national boundary. 26 

To the architects of Canadian nationalism, the Dominion could 
achieve its nationhood only by claiming the West. In 1867, Cana 
dian nationalists foresaw similar opportunities for expansion to 
those facing the American republic in 1789. "Already it is the 
second power on this continent and should careful and moderate 
views animate our statesmen and the struggles of hostile and 
intemperate factions continue to be a part of the policy of our 
southern neighbors, rending the various sections asunder, there 
is no reason that in time it may not be the first of American 
Powers." 27 

Economic ambitions strengthened these political hopes. Faced 
with a dwindling supply of good land, Ontario farmers looked 
eagerly across the barren Pre-Cambrian Shield to the rich lands 
of the West. Montreal and Toronto bankers, manufacturers, and 
commercial interests saw in the region an opportunity for profit 
able expansion. Behind both groups stood Britain's capitalists, 
eager to invest their money in frontier adventures, though pref 
erably under the security of the Union Jack. 28 

Fear of American imperialism hastened westward expansion. 
With the cheers of his colleagues in the Legislative Assembly 
ringing in his ears, Alexander T. Gait challenged Canadians to 
their "manifest destiny" by demonstrating that their economic 
expansion and political allegiance could not be dictated by a 
foreign power. His was but a single voice in a great chorus raised 
on behalf of Canada's western ambitions. 

Others warned that unless they moved quickly to claim their 
western heritage, Americans would. Many viewed Yankee ex 
pansion as a menace to the empire "on which the sun never sets." 
The United States, cautioned E. W. Watkin after his thirtieth 
visit to the republic, "become, year by year less English and 
more Cosmopolitan; less conservative and more socialist; less 
peaceful and more aggressive." 29 
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Postwar annexationist sentiment in the United States forced 
British, officials to consider measures necessary to protect the 
West against "American encroachment." Several actions seemed 
imperative. They should make clear that British power pro 
tected the West north of the forty-ninth parallel and they should 
transfer the Hudson's Bay title to the new Canadian govern 
ment as soon as possible. They must also build a safe line of 
communications to link Manitoba and the West to the older 
provinces. The projected "Dawson route" north of the Great 
Lakes promised to solve the communications problem, at least 
temporarily until a railway could be built. 

Still other officials believed that Britain must look to the de 
fenses of the region in the event of a war prompted by American 
aggressions. The half-breeds, though a "semibarbarous race," 
would give a good account of themselves in defending their 
homes. The defense of the West, however, rested largely upon 
the Indians, Britain's traditional allies in her frontier wars with 
the republic. "From their hatred for the Americans," and their 
devotion to the Hudson's Bay Company, they would undoubt 
edly be "trustworthy allies." 80 

A series of provocative events brought Anglo-Canadian fears 
into focus. Widely publicized Fenian preparations to invade 
British North America kept Canadians in a state of tension fol 
lowing the Civil War. For five years, fears of border raids by 
lawless bands of Irish-Americans troubled Canadian-American 
relations and created an atmosphere of international ill-will. The 
complacency of the American government in allowing the Irish 
brotherhood to store arms along the boundary and to proclaim 
openly their military objective of capturing Canada aroused 
suspicion that the Fenians played a larger game for American 
annexationists. 

At the same time, a proposal by a group of Anglo-American 
capitalists to purchase Hudson's Bay Company land for agricul 
tural settlement brought immediate protests from Canadian of 
ficials. They believed that this would open the way for American 
farmers who "will utterly disregard the authority of the Cbm- 
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pany, will endeavor to establish a government and tribunals of 
their own and as similar bodies have done elsewhere on this con 
tinent, assert their political independence." 31 

James W. Taylor's confident prediction in his "Plan of Union" 
that gold-seekers from Montana would Americanize the Sas 
katchewan region aroused officials to the need for "speedy ac 
tion." The Milk River valley seemed particularly vulnerable to 
this penetration since it was part of the Missouri River drainage 
and, though north of the forty-ninth parallel, was not included 
in the grant by Charles II to the company. 32 

After lengthy negotiations, the company agreed to transfer 
its holdings on December 1, 1869, and most Canadians believed 
that this would solve their problems in the West. This expecta 
tion was shattered by news that the metis of the Red River val 
ley had rebelled against Dominion rule under the leadership of 
the young half-breed Louis Riel. In the face of this development, 
the Canadian government refused to accept title until peace 
could be restored. 

IV 

For a brief moment, the political destiny of western Canada 
seemed in question. Led by the messianic Riel, the half-breeds 
challenged the Dominion's sovereignty over their valley. Sick 
with fear that their lands were in danger and that their way of 
life was imperiled by the transfer, they halted the newly ap 
pointed lieutenant governor at the boundary and refused to 
allow him to set up the new government. Instead, a provisional 
government under Riel ruled the country for eight troubled 
months. 

Ottawa officials were largely responsible for this outbreak. 
Dominion land surveyors ran their chains to conform to a rec 
tangular survey, thus creating the impression that the new gov 
ernment would destroy the half-breed system of land holding. 
Metis plots were similar to those along the St. Lawrence elon 
gated strips of land stretching from narrow waterfronts along 
the Red River to community pastures. The ten thousand half- 
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breeds in the valley lived a precarious existence, combining a 
subsistence agriculture with hunting. Their plots were poorly 
suited to the cereal crop farming of Ontario farmers. Moreover, 
these carefree, seminomadic people had not bothered to secure 
legal titles to their modest holdings. 

In the background, disgruntled Hudson's Bay Company em 
ployees quietly supported the metis. They, too, felt a deep dis 
satisfaction with the agreement that had transferred the West to 
the Dominion. They believed the company had betrayed them 
in its failure to provide for their financial security from the 
300,000 it received for Rupert's Land. Their loyalty to the new 
government was lukewarm at best. 

Church officials also viewed the transfer with grave doubts. 
They feared that the church with its unique position among the 
metis would suffer irreparable loss of prestige and power. When 
Quebec had earlier joined the Dominion, the church's position 
was protected by special legislation, but the Catholic community 
on the Red River faced absorption into the Dominion without 
similar guarantees. 

A small but extremely vigorous pro-American group in Win 
nipeg also stirred resentment against the terms of union. Their 
ambition to maneuver the colony into annexation added to the 
political confusion created by metis dissatisfaction. Similarly, 
Fenians gathered about the provisional government to promote 
their ambitions. "General" William E. B. O'Donaghue, "Gen 
eral" John O'Neil, "Colonel" J. J. Donnelly, and other assorted 
generals and colonels assembled to use the rebellion to divide 
the British empire. 

In St. Paul the rebellion appeared to be the opportunity for 
which the annexationists had anxiously waited, and they has 
tened to take full advantage of the confusion. Through General 
Oscar Malmros, American consul in Winnipeg, they received in 
formation of Red River events and kept in touch with Riel. 
Soon Malmros dropped all pretense of neutrality and, taking 
advantage of his quasi-diplomatic status, supported Riel to the 
limits of his power. To his friends in St. Paul the ardent annexa- 
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tionist appealed for financial support. "I am convinced," he 
wrote Senator Ramsey, "that $100,000 would make the annexa 
tion movement a success." 33 The indiscreet consul overplayed 
his hand, however, and soon retired in haste from the Canadian 
community. 

Riel's government was besieged by self-seeking groups of many 
kinds desiring to use the inexperienced leader to promote their 
own designs. Annexationists and Fenians tried to direct his 
thoughts toward a pro-American policy, but they failed as he 
grew wary of their purposes and rejected their counsel. 

Meanwhile, the Dominion government acted to repair the 
damage. Persuasive Donald A. Smith hurried to the valley to 
smooth over the troubles and Colonel Wolseley marched west 
with fifteen hundred British regulars and Canadian militiamen 
to coerce the metis if diplomacy failed. 

The Dominion's strategy succeeded and the rebellion collapsed. 
Riel fled to the United States for refuge and the Manitoba Act 
of 1870 formed a new province with safeguards for the metis 
community and their church. 34 

Minnesota annexationists made numerous blunders in their 
campaign to win the Canadian West. Their policies rested on a 
basic miscalculation. They believed that the new Canadian 
federation would collapse along regional lines of economic and 
political interest. In this, they repeated the mistake made by 
foreign observers about the infant American republic in 1789. 
Both North American governments possessed sufficient vitality 
and statesmanship to weather the storms of their first years. 

They also counted on strong support from the railway build 
ers of the Northwest. Through James W. Taylor they were in 
close communication with Jay Cooke of the Northern Pacific 
and with George L. Becker of the St. Paul and Pacific, but the 
railway magnates viewed annexation as a politically dangerous 
scheme not worth the risks. "My own judgment," Becker wrote 
Taylor, "is that settlement and development of that region is far 
more likely to be encouraged and promoted through the Cana 
dian officials, than by a successful rebellion of half-breeds." 85 

307 



WHOOP-UP COUNTRY 

Northern Pacific officials shared these views. When "General" 
O'Donaghue's Fenians attempted a filibustering expedition across 
the boundary from Pembina in 1871, President A. B. Nettleton 
expressed pleasure that it had failed. "We are much gratified/' 
he wrote Taylor, "at the prompt extinguishment of this new 
Fenian nuisance, and congratulate you on the prompt measure 
adopted by yourself to prevent a fresh cause of complaint on the 
part of our friends across the border." 36 

The enthusiasm of Minnesota's politicians for political annexa 
tion was not shared by eastern capitalists. The railway builders 
believed that commercial dominion could be achieved without 
the risks of political intervention and they failed to support their 
western friends at the decisive moment. 

Annexationists exaggerated the hostility of Manitoba church 
officials toward the union with Canada. They believed that the 
church and the Canadian government would not be able to find 
a compromise formula. Actually, the Catholic hierarchy prob 
ably feared the influx of American settlers in the event of an 
nexation as much as they feared control from Protestant On 
tario. The American system tolerated no legal privileges in 
religion, education, and language comparable to those enjoyed 
in Quebec or written into the Manitoba Act. 

They also underestimated the ability of the Canadian govern 
ment to work out the necessary political compromises to satisfy 
the metis. Politically astute Sir John A. Macdonald outmaneu- 
vered them at every turn, accomplishing through diplomacy 
what they believed impossible. 

The most serious threat to Canadian development of the west 
ern plains was the economic penetration from American centers. 
Political annexation was never a real possibility after 1867, for 
British America was no Mexico, weak and defenseless. It was 
part of a great world empire and the verbal heroics of the annex- 
ationists must be measured against the reality of British power. 

James W. Taylor proposed economic absorption through a 
northern railway system. His bold scheme sought to link the 
Saskatchewan country to St. Paul with an international railway 
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from Montreal to the Pacific Coast via the Minnesota capital. 
His hopes were summed up in the prediction: "the Saskatchewan 
will be brought within our limits and within the grasp of our 
system of communications." 37 

Taylor's plans for a Pacific railway along the boundary at 
tracted international support. Financiers and politicians in both 
countries expressed interest in his project. Lieutenant Governor 
Adams G. Archibald of Manitoba, anxious to secure railroads 
for his new province, supported Taylor's program with the argu 
ment that such a railroad "passing several times from the terri 
tory of one nation to that of the other would ... do much to 
connect the two countries commercially and develop ... a 
strong feeling to promote a healthy commercial intercourse be 
tween the two countries/' 38 

Economic nationalism defeated these plans for an interna 
tional railroad. With extensive government support Jay Cooke 
pushed his Northern Pacific across the plains hoping to seize the 
commerce of both the Canadian and American Wests. Since few 
men expected that more than one transcontinental railroad would 
be built north of the fortieth parallel, Northern Pacific builders 
played for international stakes. "The Government which first 
inaugurates this enterprise with such resources as to exclude a 
rival work, commands the trade, the colonization, the destiny 
of the Northwest a vast interior of this continent from lati 
tude 44 to 54," reported a special committee of the Congress on 
the Northern Pacific railroad. 89 Moreover, since the authoritative 
British explorer Captain John Palliser had already pronounced 
the Canadian West incapable of supporting a railroad through 
its vast deserts, American planners viewed their railroad as the 
"central agency in utilizing the empire of the North- West." 40 

Taylor became Jay Cooke's willing ally in the plans to create 
an economic dominion. With untiring energy and skill he served 
his Philadelphia masters. To President Nettleton he confessed 
that he accepted the Winnipeg consulate in 1870 to forward 
Northern Pacific ambitions. For several years, railway officials 
paid the consul to serve their ends, particularly to use his great 
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influence with the lieutenant governor and with the Manitoba 
legislative assembly. Taylor wrote optimistically to his Northern 
Pacific friends, "My relations to Gov. Archibald are very satis 
factory. I shall be consulted with regard to the Railroad system of 
Northwest British America and I am sanguine that it may be 
adjusted on an international basis, entirely in accord with the 
interests of the Northern Pacific." 41 

Canadian capitalists and politicians quickly sensed the dan 
gers in Jay Cooke's railroad schemes. Economic penetration, not 
military or political action, was their greatest fear and a single 
railway system controlled by American capital would undo their 
political victory in the West. "A common danger threatens Brit 
ish and Spanish Possessions in America," Sir Alexander T. Gait 
warned Prime Minister Macdonald, "through the preponderance 
of the United States. The danger is not one of violence, as the 
people of the United States are not favorable to such a course. 
It consists in the establishment of such a state of commercial 
dependance upon them, as will centre there all the national in 
terests of the adjoining countries and then gradually draw them 
into the Union." 42 

v 

No region along the Canadian-American boundary illustrated 
this danger more forcibly than the Whoop-Up country. Fort 
Benton's enterprising capitalists dominated the economic life of 
the region, integrating it so completely that the boundary for 
many years was only a line on a map. Though established as the 
boundary by an Anglo-American convention in 1818, the forty- 
ninth parallel remained unmarked until 1874. For another dec 
ade it was hardly more than a row of stone markers across the 
plains. Not until the Canadian Pacific Railway entered the re 
gion in 1883 did the boundary line really indicate a division in 
the economic and cultural life of the Whoop-Up country. 

Canadians deplored the economic domination of their plains 
by the I. G. Baker and T. C. Power firms whose extensive enter 
prises north of the boundary confirmed the view that Canadian 
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resources were "merely aiding to build up the town of Benton." 4B 
Behind these resentments, shrewdly observed the Fort Benton 
River Press, lay the greater fear that through the energy and 
ability of Benton's entrepreneurs, lasting economic ties were 
being forged to St. Louis and Chicago rather than to the St. 
Lawrence system centered at Montreal 44 

Some observers hoped that the Saskatchewan River could be 
used as a "natural outlet" for the Whoop-Up country. Professor 
Macoun believed that the navigation of the South Saskatchewan 
would free the western plains from Benton's economic control. 
"When its navigation is an accomplished fact," he predicted, 
"all supplies for the police and Indians can be taken within less 
than thirty miles of Fort Walsh at Cypress Hills and those for 
Fort Macleod, landed at the Forks of the Bow and Belly Rivers 
within two short days' journey of the Fort." 45 But when steam 
boats were launched on the South Saskatchewan, the experiment 
failed; only a railroad could break Fort Benton's grip. 

To many Canadians this economic regionalism in the Whoop- 
Up country seemed a forerunner of political assimilation. There 
is little evidence, in public or private records, that any Montana 
group other than the Fenians actively supported annexation- 
ist views. Nothing comparable to St. Paul's ambitious junto de 
veloped in Fort Benton despite the similar roles of the two cities 
in the economic growth of the Canadian communities to their 
north. 

Montana newspapers generally ignored annexation. Fort Ben- 
ton's editors opposed it, though they were spokesmen for the city 
which appeared most likely to gain by the political absorption 
of the Canadian West. The Fort Benton Record, though edited 
by a nephew of James W. Taylor, argued that Canadians were 
loyal to Britain and that there was "no great enthusiasm" for it 
in the United States. The huge debt of the new Dominion was 
too heavy a burden to impose upon American taxpayers and the 
bitter religious bigotries and social tensions between Protestant 
Ontario and Catholic Quebec were undesirable additions to 
American life. If annexation were ever to have a serious hearing 
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in the United States, it would have to be sponsored by Canadi 
ans, not by ambitious American politicians. 46 

Undoubtedly there were those in the region who favored an 
nexation, but few argued publicly for it or raised a hand to pro 
mote it. When Louis Riel rode out of Port Benton for Saskatche 
wan to lead the unhappy metis people in their last bid for 
freedom in 1885, Colonel J. J. Donnelly poured Fenian encour 
agement in his ear. But no American support developed to assist 
the metis leader in the Saskatchewan Rebellion as had followed 
him north from St. Paul fifteen years earlier. 

The idea of annexing Canada to the American republic lin 
gered as a will-o'-the-wisp, attracting attention through succeed 
ing years. When thousands of American farmers streamed across 
the boundary at the turn of the century to take out Alberta or 
Saskatchewan homesteads, some observers briefly revived the 
old dream of the "Americanization" of western Canada. Again, 
some Canadians feared it as the "peaceful penetration" they had 
so often predicted. As late as 1903 a leading American journal 
referred to the movement as a prelude to annexation and ob 
served that "it has long seemed the part of a manifest destiny 
that this union should come." 47 

Canadian determination to destroy the north-south economic 
axis symbolized by the Whoop-Up Trail led to the building of 
the Canadian Pacific Railway. With eastern Canada aroused to 
the political and economic stakes, the infant Dominion under 
took this tremendous project. Against fearful odds, financial as 
well as geographical, Canadian nationalism drove the steel across 
the plains to supplant the vital ties that bound the Whoop-Up 
country to Fort Benton. With this achievement, Canada's "man 
ifest destiny" to develop the northwestern plains prevailed. 



a 




HEN the Canadian Pacific Railway reached 
Medicine Hat in 1883, the close ties between the American and 
Canadian areas were broken. Montreal's system of communica 
tions prevailed north of the forty-ninth parallel, while Chicago, 
St. Paul, and Port Benton were virtually eliminated from the 
Canadian trade. Winnipeg emerged as the new sub-metropolis, 
the focus of western expansion north of the boundary. 

The regional divorce was as nearly complete as modern na 
tionalism can devise and the surveyor's line across the plains 
took on the reality of an international boundary. Identification 
with the larger national communities was achieved as much 
through the routine functioning of government registry of 
property transactions, incorporation of business enterprises, mar 
riages, and taxes as through any dramatic nationalistic indoc 
trination. 

In a surprisingly short time, settlers on both sides lost the 
sense of regional unity so pronounced during the preceding 
quarter-century. They remained good neighbors, but their eco 
nomic and social contacts were increasingly casual. 

To be sure, the two peoples continued to follow parallel courses 
in their development. These parallels were often so close that 
eastern Canadians continued to fear the "Americanization" of 
their West. But these were born of similar geographic, climatic, 
cultural, and economic environments, not of conscious imitation 
or adaptation. 1 
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Both communities became marginal agricultural regions, pros 
pering when it rained, suffering during periods of drought. Both 
remained debtor economies, relying upon the largess of outside 
metropolitan centers and resentful of their colonial dependence. 
Both confidently expected an immediate rush of settlement by 
farmers whose 160-acre homesteads would create economic sta 
bility as well as prosperity. Both waited another twenty years 
before this wave of farmers came, and then the prosperity they 
brought lasted only a few years. 

These experiences were within the framework of a national 
life; few thought of themselves as fellow-plainsmen, sharing com 
mon problems and seeking similar solutions. The sense of "area- 
kinship" that spanned the unmarked boundary during the 
Whoop-Up era was gone. 

Railways destroyed the commercial empires built around the 
Missouri River traffic and reduced Fort Benton and Port Mac- 
leod to merchandising centers serving limited agricultural com 
munities. Regional leadership in the "High Line" country of 
Montana passed to Great Falls, while in "Sunny Southern Al 
berta" it moved to Calgary. 

Fort Benton's wealthy merchants resisted these changes as 
long as possible. As we have seen, they planned railroads to link 
their river town to Montana's population centers, but steam- 
boating was now an economic anachronism and the transcon 
tinental railway systems refused to build spur lines to the declin 
ing town. 

For a brief moment, Benton's merchants continued their pros 
perity by shipping cargoes on the Canadian Pacific Railway. 
During 1883 and 1884, numerous bonded shipments passed to 
northern Montana via Winnipeg, Maple Creek, and Medicine 
Hat. Ironically, the builders of the Canadian Pacific briefly seized 
the economic hegemony on the northern plains that St. Paul 
railway planners coveted. 

This was only a temporary reprieve. The foundations of Ben- 
ton's economic life were gone, and the little town slowly withered 
away. With the Northern Pacific and Union Pacific railways 
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serving the centers of Montana's growth and with the Canadian 
Pacific carrying the commerce north of the boundary, the town's 
markets were limited to the immediate area. As the Helena Inde 
pendent pointed out, "Benton will lose its prestige and will rely 
for its life on the Teton, Highwood and limited surroundings." 
By 1885, this prophecy was fulfilled and Fort Benton was "quiet, 
and at least for the present, is doomed to a lull from her former 
growth." 2 

This lull lasted for nearly two decades. American agriculture 
was in the grip of one of its longest depressions and farmers re 
treated from the plains during the eighties and nineties. Rising 
prices after 1896 encouraged agricultural expansion and higher 
land values in the Middle West stimulated thousands of farmers 
to turn to the Northwest for "fat black land, cheap or even free." 
The completion of the Great Northern Railway through the 
"High Line" country opened the way for the granger invasion. 

Across the boundary, a similar delay in settlement keenly dis 
appointed Canadians. The acquisition of Rupert's Land and the 
building of the transcontinental railway opened the plains for 
Canadian enterprise. The government prepared the West for set 
tlement by creating stable political institutions. But mass home- 
steading waited for nearly twenty years. 

Several forces explain the slow development of the plains coun 
try. The depression that paralyzed American agriculture also 
affected Canadian farming. Then too, the Saskatchewan Rebel 
lion of 1886 frightened away many land-seekers and discouraged 
western investors. The Great American Desert seemed to others 
to prevent successful farming along the Canadian Pacific route 
since the railway chose the shorter southern way to the moun 
tains through the heart of Palliser's famous Triangle. 

Dominion land policy excited considerable resentment. With 
nearly one half of the western lands reserved for the Hudson's 
Bay Company, for the Canadian Pacific railway, and for educa 
tion, free land seemed difficult to claim. "We who are south of 
the Canadian Pacific railway have been handed over to the 
tender mercies of that company," complained the Fort Macleod 
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Gazette* Land policy was less liberal than in the United States 
and as long as cheap land remained south of the boundary, fear 
of frost and drought continued to turn westward-moving farmers 
to more congenial lands. 

Led by Mormons from Utah, a sprinkling of farmers moved 
into southern Alberta during the eighties. But they were only a 
vanguard for the thousands who invaded the subhumid plains 
at the turn of the century. 

Their experiences, however, are not part of this story. By the 
time they arrived, the Whoop-Up Trail was gone. But the spirit 
of friendship it symbolized remained a living heritage in a fron 
tier neighbor-ground where peace parks, not military garrisons, 
guard the international boundary that divides them. 
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